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This experimental study examined the source-message congruence effect 

on source credibility by manipulating the congruence of the reviewer’s profile 

information (travel interest, geographical location) with no changes in the review 

content. The congruence effect was found to influence perceptions of the 

reviewer’s expertise in a travel interest. This finding suggests that revealing the 

reviewer’s travel interest can assist the credibility assessment of travel reviewers-

particularly in terms of expertise-within the category of a travel interest. The 

refined classification of travel reviewers based on their travel interests can 

improve their usefulness as information sources for prospective travelers’ 

information searches. These attributes can further be employed as search cues if 

embedded in the reviewer’s profile.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Imagine planning a long desired trip by collecting bits of information 

online. In this process, you are likely to be confronted with a dilemma commonly 

seen in the modern information era. On the one hand, you have an abundance of 

travel-related information available from a variety of sources; on the other hand, 

you face the arduous task of sifting through the materials before anything 

credible and relevant that meets your needs can be obtained. This is one aspect 

of the changing landscape of travel-planning process on the Web. In recent 

years, social media have become an important source of information for online 

consumers in general and travel information users in particular (Xiang & Gretzel, 

2010). Social media represents a collective term for user-generated content 

(UGC) available on the Web in various forms such as consumer reviews, 

testimonials, blogs, and audible or visible posts (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010). 

Travelers post and share their point-of-view content through social media 

websites; UGC, thus, offers a variety of electronic word of mouth (e-WOM) 

sources to support and facilitate travel information use. Xiang and Gretzel (2010) 

confirmed that social networking platforms and blogs are fast growing as a 

destination for travel information. This importance of social media instrumental in 

travel planning has a global context. Milano, Baggio, and Piatrelli (2011) noted 

that traffic on the websites of travel, hospitality, and restaurants through the



2 

 social media platforms reached its peak in July over the first half of the year, as 

the high season of travel approached the summer month.  

The proliferation of social media marks an important shift in how user-

generated content is disseminated and consumed online (Edelman, 2010). 

Travelers have now become not only consumers but also creators of the very 

content they consume (Dickinger, 2011). Content subjects have expanded into a 

gamut of travel-related products and services with increasing acceptance of 

credibility. Of these, consumer reviews are frequently referred to by potential 

travelers and, in some cases, command more credibility than other professional 

and traditional sources (Xia & Bechwati, 2008; Cox, Burgess, Sellitto, & 

Buultjens, 2009, Ye, Law, & Gu, 2009; Zhang, Ye, Law, & Li, 2010). Milano et al. 

(2011) further stated that the wideness and deepness of UGC makes it “even 

more reliable than official sources for a tourist” (p. 3). Credibility is associated 

with the type of information source used for tourism information (Kerstetter & 

Cho, 2004). So it is not surprising that, in a 2011 survey study of 2,600 travelers 

in the United States, 76 % of the respondents read travel reviews to prepare for 

their last trip and rated third party websites such as travel review sites second 

highest in credibility after official tourism bureau websites (U.S. Travel 

Association, 2010).  

User-generated content comes in a variety of forms and possesses 

different qualities through which users are expected to perform information 

search by themselves (Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). Tripadvisor.com, 
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the popular web host of travel reviews, illustrates this point. As of August 2010, 

the website provided potential travelers with access to over 35 million travel 

reviews from its 20 million members worldwide, on a wide range of travel-related 

topics (Lee, Law, & Murphy, 2011). In this maze of review information, as data is 

aggregated from a large pool of user population, users must be able to identify 

the most relevant and trustworthy information that satisfies their information 

needs. In order to save effort and time, users tend to apply cues as they search 

for the desirable information (Forman, Ghose, & Wiesenfeld, 2008; Flanagin, 

Metzger, Pure, & Markov, 2011). One such cue used to facilitate this search 

process is the social profile of the person posting the review or the self-disclosed 

identity information (Forman et al., 2008). In their study of book reviews on 

Amazon.com, Forman et al. found the presence of the book reviewers’ personal 

profiles to be helpful cues for site visitors as they processed pages of consumer 

reviews (Forman et al., 2008). The reviewer’s personal profile information also 

served as an evaluative tool used to gauge the reviewer’s credibility.  

Prior research has shown that displaying personal profile information (PPI) 

improves user’s perception of the credibility of review contributors and reviews 

(Forman et al., 2008; Yoo, Lee, Gretzel, & Fesenmaier, 2009; Xie, Miao, Kuo, & 

Lee, 2011). Xie et al. (2010) concluded that hotel reviews provided with the 

reviewers’ PPI rendered the reviews more credible to users, thus positively 

affecting users’ intentions of booking the reviewed hotel. When the author of 

travel-related UGC remains unknown, it diminishes his or her credibility for the 
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purpose of travel planning (Cox et al., 2009). In spite of the improved credibility of 

travel reviewers when supplied with the PPI, prospective travelers’ concerns 

about a paucity of reviewer (source) credibility have persisted. A confounding 

factor is that false reviews under the guise of sponsoring companies or 

individuals can be surreptitiously slipped into the UGC landscape to coexist with 

genuine reviews (Metzger et al., 2010). A little more than half (54.6%) of 2,600 

travelers in the United States expressed that the providers of UGC sites do not 

have effective mechanisms in place to screen out false comments and materials 

(U.S. Travel Association, 2010). As fresh batches of UGC continue to flow into 

social media daily, the search for credible and relevant information can 

potentially become more cumbersome and time-consuming.  

In tourism, by and large, individuals who plan their trips seek the 

experiential reviews of other travelers. It is posited that providing specific 

characteristics of travel reviewers can make the reviewers more credible, 

accessible, and thus relevant as information sources that address the information 

needs of modern travelers. Tourism researchers have recommended that the 

disclosure of PPI be encouraged to counter the credibility issues surrounding 

review material (Yoo et al., 2009). However, there is a lack of research aimed at 

providing an understanding of which specific characteristics of the self-disclosed 

personal information can improve the credibility of the review contributors. It is 

argued in this study that it is important to understand the effects of the individual 

travel reviewer’s personal characteristics within the travel planning context, in 
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order to identify useful strategies to provide highly credible and relevant content 

for travel planning. 

 

1.1 Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study is to assess the impact of the reviewer’s self-

disclosed information on the credibility of the travel reviewer as perceived by the 

information user who is planning a trip to a destination. Specifically, it aims to test 

the impact of two types of the reviewer’s characteristics, location and travel 

interest, on the reviewer’s credibility. Within this context, it is expected that the 

congruence between these characteristics and the review content plays an 

important role in terms of generating trust. Travel interest is the first independent 

variable chosen for this experimental study. A reviewer’s interest indicates his or 

her familiarity and knowledge about an activity and subject (Ainley, Hidi, & 

Berndorff, 2002). The location of the reviewer is used as another independent 

variable because prior research has suggested that residents of a particular 

tourist place are an influential source of information for potential tourists who plan 

on visiting the destination (Arsal, Backman, & Baldwin, 2008; Lee et al., 2011). 

The dependent variable for this study is the perceived credibility of the reviewer, 

a quality that is deconstructed into trustworthiness and expertise. In tourism, as 

the experiences of individual reviewers resonate with information seekers, 

credible reviewers are likely to provide relevant accounts of travel experience to 

them and thus to be adopted into the decision process. Therefore, it is hoped that 
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the result of this study can provide useful insights into marketing strategies for 

social media by exploring how the display of the reviewer’s profile cues affect the 

user’s judgments of the reviewer’s credibility. 

 

1.2 Significance of the Study 

This study adopted the concept of congruence to represent the perception 

of the relevance of the source-message. It is postulated that a source perceived 

as congruent with the message can result in high credibility in the source-

recipient communication context (O’ Keefe, 1990, p. 150). As the process of 

verifying source credibility involves the reviewer (source) and the review content 

(message) in the trip planning context, the application of congruence can 

demonstrate how the presence of the attributes of the source congruent with its 

message can affect a user’s evaluation of the reviewer’s credibility. The 

congruence effect is investigated by manipulating the specific source factors in 

the reviewer’s profile (travel interest and location) while holding the review 

content constant. The evidence of congruence effect suggests that the display of 

these profile factors help users assess the credibility of the reviewers. This 

investigation into the travel reviewer’s credibility is unique in that it is based on 

the congruence theory.  

The significance of the study can be also found in how congruence bears 

on the way travel reviewers are managed as sources of information in the social 

media. Travel reviewers are the frequent sources of information that other 
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travelers consult when they go about making their travel arrangements (U.S. 

Travel Association, 2010). Individual travelers bring a variety of other 

perspectives to the travel content with their sometimes unorthodox views. As the 

needs of travel information seekers often go unfulfilled by what the traditional 

channels feed them, the social media has become an effective provider of user-

generated content (UGC) for them (U.S. Travel Association, 2010). Individual 

travel reviewers have accordingly become a pivotal part of the social media 

landscape as content generators. Hence, the successful management of UGC 

needs to strive toward improving the relevance of these individual sources for 

UGC users. Congruence reflects the perceived relevance of the source-message 

relationship. If the display of travel interest or location in the reviewer’s profile is 

perceived as congruent to the specific review, the variables can then be 

employed as search cues to find the content most congruent with them. 

Utilization of this reviewer’s information can elevate the relevance of individual 

travel reviewers as an information source. The construct of interest indicates the 

specificity of prior experience of the traveler’s activity in terms of expertise and 

knowledge (Trauer, 2006). Further, it implies the reviewer’s enjoyment of 

participation and learning from involvement in the activity (Ainley et al., 2002). 

The other variable of location presents the regional differences between 

reviewers and can supply access to their local travel information (Arsal et al., 

2008). Therefore, it can also function as a useful search cue. Implementing both 
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variables in the PPI can, therefore, improve the relevance and credibility of travel 

reviewers as information sources.  
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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The present study aims to measure the effect of the reviewer’s personal 

profile information (PPI), i.e., travel interest and geographical location, on user 

perceptions of the reviewer’s credibility within a trip-planning context. It is 

expected that the congruence between PPI and review content will impact the 

perceived credibility. This section offers a review of literature relevant to the 

study topic from a number of disciplines, including communication, marketing, 

and tourism as the study of credibility is highly interdisciplinary (Flanagin & 

Metzger, 2008). This section provides the theoretical and conceptual foundation 

for the study.   

 

2.1 Effects of Personal Profile Information (PPI) 

Self-disclosure is broadly defined “as any information about himself which 

Person A communicates verbally to a Person B” (Cozby, 1973, p. 73). In 

computer-meditated communication, the notion of self-disclosure can be 

understood as a way of providing information about the identity of an individual 

communicating online to others. This idea of self-disclosing an individual identity 

has been a central theme with User Generated Content (UGC) because the 

content is created by and collected from many individual volunteers for mass 

consumption. In terms of consumer reviews, the content is created in the 

absence of prior relationships between review authors and review users (weak



10 

 ties between consumers), which puts the trustworthiness of their contributions 

(reviews) into question (Cheung & Thadani, 2010; Xia & Bechwati, 2010; Cox et 

al., 2011). Another obstacle to trustworthiness is attributed to review users 

having access to only minimal information about the authors (Arsal et al., 2008; 

Chesney & Su, 2010). Review authors, in most cases, have the discretion to 

remain anonymous if they wish or to provide only the scantiest of details about 

themselves (Dellarocas, 2003; Park & Lee, 2009; Xia & Bechwati, 2010). This 

near-anonymity has led to the rapid propagation of UGC on the Web; conversely, 

this freedom of anonymous expression has heightened concerns for the veracity 

of review providers and their information (Sundar, 2008, p. 72). Understandably, 

the proliferation of peer-to-peer information sharing have coincided with the 

diminishing role of gatekeepers—selected professionals and credentialed 

individuals with tight access to information—in verifying the credibility of 

consumer information online let alone controlling the access (Chaffee & Metzger, 

2001). As such, biased and fallacious information co-exists in the landscape of 

the Web with sound, credible information (Metzger & Flanagin, 2011). In this 

social media environment, the presence of the reviewer’s PPI has been shown to 

have a positive impact on the users’ perception of the UGC and on their 

information search behaviors on the Web.   

The use of self-disclosure in the form of social information adequately 

compensates for the weakness of online communication, i.e., lack of trust. Tanis 

and Postmes (2003) demonstrated that, in an experimental setting, an exchange 
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of social cues such as biographical information and self-portraits creates a sense 

of social presence between individuals communicating online. In a separate 

experiment, the impact of the availability of social cues created a higher level of 

trust between the subjects outside the experimental group than it did between the 

subjects within the group (Tanis & Postmes, 2005). The commercial use of self-

disclosure has helped mutual trust to permeate through the Web environment 

(Flanagin et al., 2011). In buyer and seller dealing on eBay (online auction 

website), the disclosure of the seller’s profile aids the buyer’s evaluation of the 

seller’s reputation relative to the reputation of other sellers, through the history of 

compiled reviews about the seller from previous purchasers (Resnick, 

Zeckhauser, Friedman, & Kuwabara, 2000). This peer-generated feedback 

mechanism in the presence of PPI serves as the tool for promoting a reciprocal 

exchange of trust in online buyer-seller transactions (Resnick et al., 2000). 

Forman et al. (2008) showed the practical benefits of self-disclosure for e-

commerce from their investigation into patterns of consumer book reviews on 

Amazon.com, an online retail store. It was concluded that reviews accompanied 

by the social information of the review authors were related to higher ratings in 

review helpfulness than those from anonymous reviewers (Forman et al., 2008). 

In addition, the availability of the PPI was found to help to create a feel of society 

among online site members (Forman et al., 2008).  

Tourism researchers similarly have examined the implications of the PPI 

in terms of how the disclosure of the reviewers’ identity affects the credibility of 
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those travel reviewers and the value of the reviews they contribute. Yoo et al. 

(2009) identified that the extent to which travel-related UGC creators reveal their 

identities correlates positively with the perception of their credibility as 

information sources. With this in mind, it was suggested that more of the PPI be 

made available adjacent to their contributions (Yoo et al., 2009). Cox et al. (2009) 

asserted that user-generated reviews are generally perceived as trustworthy, but, 

when the author remains unknown, the value of the information diminishes with 

those users planning to travel. Lee et al. (2011), however, discovered a negative 

correlation between hotel reviewers’ helpfulness ratings (credibility) and how 

much they revealed about themselves. Only the specific attributes of the review 

contributors—the reviewers’ travel experiences (number of countries visited and 

reviewers’ location) counted for much (Lee et al., 2011). This finding suggests, 

when it comes to the credibility of travel reviewers, that the issue is not how 

much their PPI should be disclosed but which attributes of the PPI pertain most 

to evaluating the reviewers’ credibility in different trip planning contexts.  

  

2.2 Source Credibility 

Interpersonal communication is the interplay between a set of four 

interrelated variables; the communicator (source), the message (stimulus), the 

receiver, and the response (Hovland, 1948). Of these components, the source is 

the principal element that determines the credibility of the message (Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1996; Wathen & Burkell, 2002; Rieh & Danielson, 2008). The 
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credibility assessment of the source involves the recipients’ judgments of 

relevant source characteristics on the source’s believability: trustworthiness and 

expertise (Flanagin & Metzger, 2008; Chesney & Su, 2010). Source credibility, 

thus, is not the reflection of the source’s intrinsic attributes; rather, it is the 

measure of how credible the source is perceived to be by its intended audience 

(O’ Keefe, 1990, p. 131). Before the message can be accepted, the source has 

to be perceived as credible by the recipient (Sundar, 2008, p. 73). In other words, 

the perceived credibility of the source is closely linked to the credibility of the 

message to be accepted (Rieh & Danielson, 2008). The ensuing discussions 

concern the underlying dimensions of source credibility.  

 

2.2.1 The Primary Dimensions of Source Credibility  

Though source credibility is viewed as a multi-dimensional variable, it is a 

conventional belief of interdisciplinary literature that the core aspects of the 

construct contain the two underlying dimensions of expertise and trustworthiness 

(Tormala, Briñol, & Petty, 2006; Flanagin & Metzger, 2008; Cheung & Thadani, 

2010; Lee et al., 2011). These two attributes have been explored in relation to 

the persuasive effects of a credible source, measured by the acceptance rate of 

its message. The expertise dimension of a source (competence, 

authoritativeness, expertness, or qualification) reflects its perceived capacity to 

provide valid and accurate information (Brown, Broderick, & Lee, 2007; Choi & 

Rifon, 2002; O’ Keefe, 1990, p.  132). Expertise is also viewed as being a 
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component of the multi-dimensional construct of prior knowledge that includes 

familiarity and past experience (Kerstetter & Cho, 2004). This aspect of credibility 

is viewed as an “objective property” of the source (Flanagin & Metzger, 2008).  

Trustworthiness (bias, character, safety, or personal integrity) concerns the 

communicator being unbiased in telling the truth, as subjectively perceived by the 

recipient (Greer, 2003). Previous research has explored these two aspects of 

expertise and trustworthiness in relation to credibility and persuasion. Kelaman 

(1961) stated that an agent of influence exhibits two bases of credibility: 

expertness and trustworthiness. Rogers and Bhowmik (1970) noted that the 

source considered as credible possesses two types of credibility: expertness 

credibility, deriving from a source’s expertise, and safety credibility, which stems 

from the similarity between source and recipient. Credible sources were later 

construed as a tripartite variable: believability, competence, and trustworthiness 

(Petty & Cacioppo, 1996). In a similar vein, the characters of a credible source 

projected expertise and invoked trustworthy feelings from the audience (Self, 

1996). Wathen and Burkell (2002) added another dimension: a display of 

knowledge which injected a dose of credibility into the source of information. 

Lastly, Dickinger (2011) delineated the idea that “the trustworthiness focuses 

primarily on the provider of the information but not the actual message 

communicated.” Though the terms of the two dimensions have been variously 

labeled in the literature, source credibility has been viewed as a two-part 

dimension variable: expertise and trustworthiness. 



15 

2.2.2 Source Credibility in the Web Environment  

 The construct of credibility has been embraced by the studies of web 

sources as these sources have either complemented or replaced many of the 

conventional sources of information. Brown, Broderick, and Lee (2007) 

postulated that the credibility assessments (source expertise and bias) of e-WOM 

involved individual communicators as well as the web sources that delivered the 

e-WOM communication. Flanagin and Metzger (2008) asserted that the 

credibility judgment of a source or message in the Web environment has two 

components: trustworthiness and expertise. Trustworthiness is based on the 

recipients’ judgments of the source based on subjective factors (e.g., social 

endorsement); whereas, expertise primarily reflects the objective evaluation of 

source and message (e.g., source accuracy or credentials) (Flanagin & Metzger, 

2008). Dickinger (2011) assessed tourists’ trustworthiness perceptions of three 

different sources on the Web: consumer reviews, service-provider websites, and 

official tourism websites. The author defined trustworthy information sources as 

possessing such informative qualities as timeliness, relevance, and high quality 

(Dickinger, 2011). The study survey of 453 tourists in Ho Chi Minh City in 

Vietnam revealed that consumer reviews were the most informative online 

sources for hotel and museum search in the host country when compared with 

the official websites of the city’s tourism organization and with the actual service 

providers (Dickinger, 2011). The capacity of consumer reviewers to provide 

reliable and unbiased information was rated lower than the city’s tourism site 
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(Dickinger, 2011). Yoo et al. (2009) studied users’ perceptions of trust in travel-

related UGC from different websites and in the creators of the UGC. The study 

found that users’ trust in UGC was affected most by the perceived credibility 

(expertise and trustworthiness) of the people posting the UGC and that the 

UGC’s credibility varies depending on which website it is available (Yoo et al., 

2009). Official tourism websites topped the credibility rating (Yoo et al., 2009). 

Other researchers looked at the credibility of travel reviewers at the level of the 

reviewer, measuring the relative credibility of individual reviewers as sources of 

information in relation to the reviewers’ attributes displayed in the PPI (Gretzel et 

al., 2007; Lee et al., 2011). Regardless of the types of source (online or offline) 

examined, the credible sources exerted persuasive influence with their messages 

of information.  

 

2.2.3 Persuasive Effects of Credible Source  

 Across various disciplines, source credibility has been associated with the 

potential to change the opinions of the recipients when the message source is 

regarded as credible. In their classic work, Hovland and Weiss (1951) 

demonstrated that a source of high credibility likely causes a change in 

consumers’ opinions. One flaw in their work, later cited, was that the sources of 

information assigned to separate groups of subjects in the experiment displayed 

explicit differences in their levels of credibility—as in Dr. Oppenhiemer vs. Pravda 

(a Soviet Communist newspaper) on the issue of a nuclear submarine (Mowen & 
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Wiener, 1986). In redressing this limitation, Mowen and Wiener (1986) selected 

an ordinary car mechanic to be tested for credibility; it was discovered that the 

mechanic who possessed both expertise and trustworthiness was more likely to 

persuade the subject customers with his statements (Mowen & Wiener, 

1986). Other later research have echoed this finding that highly credible 

sources make their message more persuasive to the recipient audience than 

sources perceived to be low in credibility (O’ Keefe, 1990, p. 133; Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1996; Rifon, Choi, Trimble, & Li, 2004; Yoo & Gretzel, 2011, p. 457; 

Eastin, 2001). The message audience was more resistant to persuasive 

messages from a source seen as low in credibility (Greer, 2003). Chen, Cheung, 

Luo, and Sia (2009) concluded that source credibility can be a reliable barometer 

of the extent to which review users adopt e-WOM recommendations. 

 

2.3 Congruence in the Context of Credibility 

 The concept of similarity in the communication literature describes the 

extent to which interacting individuals perceive themselves to be similar to each 

other, with regard to such shared characteristics as “beliefs, education, social 

status, and the like” (Rogers, 1983, p. 286). The presence of these cues of 

commonality can make the interpersonal communication effective and frequent 

because of the effects of perceived resemblance that breed a feeling of comfort 

between the parties (p. 287). The construct of similarity has its applicability to the 

message source-recipient context. Considerable research interest has been paid 
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particularly to the effects of source-recipient similarity on persuasive outcomes 

(O’ Keefe, 1990, p. 148). For consumers looking for product advice, gender 

similarity proved influential in terms of advocacy for gender-specific products 

such as household items; whereas the category of durable goods, the personal 

source dissimilar to the information seeker, in age and education levels, was 

found to possess the greater word of mouth (WOM) influence (Gilly, Graham, 

Wolfinbarger, & Yale, 1998). In the sponsorship literature, similarity (congruence) 

is conceptualized as the perceived relationship of relevance between the sponsor 

and the products, events, or personnel which the sponsor endorses (Rifon et al., 

2004). Rifon et al. (2004) established that a higher perceived congruence 

between the contraceptive product of a sponsoring company and the medical 

website hosting contraception information where the product’s advertisement 

appeared led to stronger perceptions of credibility and more positive attitudes 

toward the sponsor (Rifon et al., 2004). Accordingly, the persuasive effects of 

similarity vary according to the context in which the persuasion occurs. Further, 

O’ Keefe (1990, p. 150) observed that the effects of source–recipient similarities 

on persuasion hinges upon the degree to which the source is believed to be 

relevant to the influence attempts (e.g., messages).   

In information science, relevance is defined as “the users’ perceptions of 

the potential information usefulness” (Rieh & Danielson, 2008, p. 31). When the 

specific information is assessed for its relevance, relevance judgments occur; 

that is, a user determines the information’s usefulness by whether it is pertinent 
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and applicable to the user’s search goals (Rieh & Danielson, 2008; Metzger & 

Flanagin, 2011). Accordingly, the information can be either accepted or rejected 

(Rieh & Danielson, 2008). Credibility is a dimension of the user’s relevance 

judgments (Rieh & Danielson, 2008). As source characteristics are the important 

determinant of information quality, the information from the credible source is 

likely seen as credible and is therefore to be taken as relevant and useful by the 

end user (Rieh & Danielson, 2008). To put it differently, the credible source is a 

strong indicator of information being perceived as relevant. The dimension of 

relevance, thus, must be considered from the user’s perspective if one is to 

measure the credibility of information sources. 

 

2.4. Criteria for Credibility Assessment of Travel Reviewers 

 The criteria of the information user’s credibility assessment vary 

depending on the type of information source being evaluated (Rieh & Danielson, 

2008). Given the distinctive nature of experience-based tourism products, it is 

necessary to ascertain the criteria that prospective travelers typically apply to 

judging the credibility of travel reviewers as information sources. Apart from the 

review characteristics, travelers typically seek a similarity between their 

experiences and those of other travelers, and, to a lesser degree, demographic 

commonalities (Kabassi, 2009). Specifically, the shared travel experience is an 

important factor to be considered when review users evaluate the credibility 

of travel reviewers. In a survey of travel review users, Gretzel et al. (2007) found 



20 

that 68% of the 1480 respondents considered reviews from other travelers to be 

very useful and credible when they came from authors who engaged in the same 

travel activities that the readers planned to do. Yoo and Gretzel (2011) 

contended that the individual evaluations of online travel reviews—with regard to 

their credibility—can “unquestionably” be influenced by the degree of similarity 

perceived by the readers with travel reviewers. A different study of 928 hotel 

reviewers on the Tripadvisor.com website suggested that the extent of a 

reviewer’s travel experience, as evidenced by the number of countries visited, 

was the key criterion for assessing the credibility of that hotel reviewer (Lee et al., 

2011). In sum, in the travel-planning context, it is primarily travelers who are 

subject to the credibility evaluation as information sources; their characteristics 

relevant to travel comprise users’ criteria of credibility.
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CHAPTER 3  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 A number of previous researchers have treated consumer reviewers who 

provide their opinions on products and services online as a reference for other 

consumers (Smith, Menon, & Sivakumar, 2005; Forman et al., 2008; Lee et al., 

2011; Xie et al., 2011). In these studies, the relationship between review 

contributors and users of their content was framed as one between the source 

(reviewer) and recipient (user) in the e-WOM communication context. This 

framework of source-recipient relationship allows for an evaluation of the 

credibility of the source (reviewer) performed by the recipient (user) in terms of 

the source trustworthiness and expertise. The message (review) is also subject 

to the user’s credibility assessment, but the focus in this study is restricted to 

examining the credibility of the source (reviewer). The reviewer’s credibility can 

further be measured by the extent to which a change in the user’s attitudes 

toward the source occurs. The results of the attitudinal change are observable in 

the user’s willingness to adopt information and the subsequent purchasing 

decision based on the credibility evaluation (Cheung & Thadani, 2010). Based on 

prior conceptual models of a nature similar to our study, the present study 

constructed a conceptual framework where the travel reviewer’s PPI (source 

factors—travel interest and geographical locations) was manipulated to vary its 

congruence with the review content (message). This approach allowed us to 

examine if the different degrees of congruence between the source factors and
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 the message subsequently change the recipient’s perceptions of the reviewer’s 

credibility (source credibility). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reviewer’s Profile  
(Travel Interest and 

location) 

Review Content  

Perceived Credibility  

 
Perceived Trustworthiness 

 

Perceived Expertise 

 

Congruence 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 

 

3.1 Selection of Study Variables 

3.1.1 Travel Interest 

 Travelers’ experiences represent an array of personal travel interests and 

activity involvements in different locations. Therefore, the volume and range of 

travel information that each traveler contributes online can be a valuable 

reference of travel information for other travelers. Via social media, individuals 

are now positioned to provide their travel experiences in a rich context, and they 

can provide access to previously esoteric travel and destination information 

(Flanagin & Metzger, 2008). This diversity of UGC is the hallmark of the Web’s 

2.0 technology with its capability to connect people with each other in the 

intricate net of social media (Metzger & Flanagin, 2011).  
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 Given these circumstances, the common view of prior travel experiences 

as the extensiveness of the travel experiences is inadequate to reflect the 

multiplicity of the travel information. In addition, this generic definition of travel 

experiences does not achieve the desired level of relevance with individual travel 

reviewers to reflect a growing list of travelers’ interests. Pearce and Kang (2009) 

rightly pointed out the problem of conceptualizing a traveler’s prior experiences 

as simply counting the number of previous trips taken to a particular destination. 

It is argued that the use of the generic definition is inadequate as a way to reflect 

the specific types of individual past experiences (Pearce & Kang, 2009). As an 

alternative, individual interest in travel activity (travel interest) can fulfill the role; it 

indicates an accumulation of individual knowledge and experience in specific 

travel activities.  

 In the educational psychology literature, the construct of individual interest 

is closely associated with the degree of knowledge and experience that 

individuals have acquired in activities and subjects. Interest is classified into 

situational and topic or individual (personal) interest (Tobias, 1994). Situational 

interest is evoked by situational aspects such as novelty or intensity, and “by the 

presence of a variety of human interest factors” giving rise to attention to different 

types of content (Tobias, 1994, p. 399). Ainley et al. (2002) defined personal 

(individual) interest as “a relatively enduring predisposition to attend to certain 

objects and events, and to engage in certain activities.” A reader, for example, 

with an interest in ecology and conservation looks to participate in these 
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activities, and his or her actual engagement thus creates satisfaction and 

knowledge expansion (Ainley et al., 2002). Individual interest is also closely 

related to individuals’ motivations for learning and to involvement in a particular 

activity on their own initiative (Renninger, 2000). Tobias (1994) similarly stated 

that the construct of individual interest indicated an enduring property of interest 

particular among adults.  The construct is synonymous with intrinsic motivation; it 

also forms a linear relationship with prior knowledge. This concept of individual 

interest has a parallel definition in tourism. Trauer (2006) summarized the view of 

travel interest as having the enduring and situational aspects of individual 

involvement. The enduring involvement includes “the facets of importance and 

enjoyment, self-expression, and centrality (lifestyle, work),” while the situational 

involvement describes “the fleeting and short-term engagement in pleasurable 

activity with no need of special skill and training to enjoy it” (Trauer, 2006, p. 

190).  

 Travel interest can be a variable indicative of an individual past experience 

in the activity and therefore of individual levels of knowledge and expertise. For 

certain types of travel activities, the level of expertise required for participation 

varies greatly (Sung et al., 2001). The “expert” in special interest tourism, such 

as adventure tourism, represents high involvement and experience in the activity 

of interest (Trauer, 2006). As a result, a hierarchy of expertise and knowledge 

forms among travelers in those types of activities. Gaining knowledge in the 

activity of interest is the important motive for members signing into an online 
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travel community on MSN (Qu & Lee, 2011). The knowledge and expertise that 

active members contributed to the online community promoted the sharing of 

knowledge between members in the community, which, in return, induced 

favorable behaviors from even passive members (Qu & Lee, 2011). The authors 

suggested that organizations of online communities in shared interests fostered 

community identification between members through the benefit of information 

sharing (Qu & Lee, 2011). The relevance of these findings to this present study is 

that individual interest can be a variable that works to bring together the different 

levels of experts into the discussion on the common activity of interest. In this 

congregation, a transfer of individual knowledge and expertise can occur through 

the sharing of their experiences with each other.  

 Travel interest has been seen as linked to the behavioral aspects of 

travelers, such as activity-specific motivation, and to the individual propensity to 

engage in certain travel activities. Eagles (1992) found that eco-tourists desired 

to travel together and participate in nature-based activities. As they became more 

experienced, eco-tourists tended to be more interested in outdoor-related 

activities (Wight, 1996). The appeal of participation in the activity of interest pulls 

travelers toward the particular destination, venue, or event (Kim & Chalip, 2004). 

The study of football fans’ motives in traveling to South Korea for the FIFA World 

Cup revealed individual interest in the sporting event to be a strong indicator of 

the desire to travel to the venue (Kim & Chalip, 2004). This repetitive pattern of 
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travelers’ engagement in an interested activity allows travel interest as a 

segmentation base. 

 Travel interest has been used as a segmentation base for general tourists 

and tourists within the specific sector of tourism. Choi, Murray, and Kwan (2011) 

have found three activities-based clusters of tourists through segmenting the 

actual and potential base of visitors to New Brunswick, an eastern Canadian 

province. Among the three identified segments (outdoor lovers, active explorers, 

and cultural shoppers), two clusters (outdoor lovers and active explorers) were 

particularly distinguishable from each other in terms of their level of interest in the 

types of activities in which they were to participate at the destination (Choi et al., 

2011). An individual level of interest in wine was explored as the base of 

segmenting wine tourists. The segments of the wine tourist group involved the 

following four categories in order of being highly interested to having no interest: 

wine lover, wine interested, curious tourist, and hangers-on who take part in the 

winery tour with no apparent interest (Charters & Ali-Knight, 2002). The study 

found that the level of interest in wine is not strongly correlated with the level of 

knowledge, but that the highly knowledgeable wine tourists are identified as 

highly interested ones (Charters & Ali-Knight, 2002). This result indicating a weak 

relationship between knowledge and interest can be attributed to the inclusion of 

situational interest (involvement) in the study sample. 

 A recent survey of 2,600 travelers in the United States found that 39 

percent of respondents rated user-generated content (UGC) from those sharing 



27 

the same travel interests second highest in degree of importance after similar 

travel needs when they were reviewing the online content (U.S. Travel 

Association, 2010). Parra-Lopez, Bulchand-Gidumal, Gutierrez-Tano, and Diaz-

Armas (2011) found that online users who were planning vacation trips were 

drawn to social media because they saw three major perceived benefits: social 

(interaction), functional (information acquisition), and psychological (fun and 

enjoyment). It was therefore proposed, to those involved in social media 

marketing, that they should focus on improving the three identified areas of user 

benefits “better knowledge of destinations, cost savings, belonging to groups with 

similar interests, and fun using the tools” (Parra-Lopez et al., 2011, p. 651). Our 

own survey of 272 college students showed that the travel interest of the 

reviewer was the most important characteristic, after age, in terms of credibility 

when the students read travel reviews. We, thus, propose that travel interest can 

play a role in making a growing number of individual travel reviewers online a 

more specific and relevant source by segmenting them according to their 

individual interests. Within a particular field of travel activity, the variable can 

further be used for the credibility evaluation of travel reviewers based on 

accumulated relevant experiences. 

 

3.1.2 Geographical Location  

 An analysis of postings on a travel blog led to the revelation that the 

varying degrees of influence that bloggers exert largely depends on who they are 
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and what they talk about in their posts—in terms of types of travel activities (Arsal 

et al., 2008). Specifically, the reviews from the residents of a tourist destination 

were taken to be influential, particularly on the local topics of food and 

beverage recommendations and destination safety (Arsal et al., 2008). The posts 

from other travelers to the destinations, on the other hand, resonated on such 

themes as accommodations, monetary issues, and transportation and itinerary 

suggestions at the destination (Arsal et al., 2008). The geographical proximity of 

a hotel reviewer to the hotel about which the review is written was commended 

by other readers for its high level of helpfulness-credibility (Lee et al., 2011). By 

virtue of the global reach of the Internet, potential travelers now have access to 

indigenous information from residents of a particular destination; consequently, 

when residents discuss some topics related to a particular place, their input can 

matter greatly as a source of information. In the discussion of volunteered 

geographical information, Flanagin and Metzger (2008) suggested that the 

credibility assessment of the information of that nature accommodated trust as a 

proxy for the information quality, provided that the source is explicitly available. 

Although trust does not reflect the measure of information accuracy, in an 

environment where users’ ratings prevail as a way of verifying the credibility of 

UGC, this collective evaluation of experts and novices can be a reliable way of 

credibility verification (Flanagin & Metzger, 2008). In this same sense, the 

congruence between the reviewer’s proximity to the specific destination and the 

related review can influence the users’ perception of the reviewer’s credibility. 
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This present study is to test this congruence effect with the reviewer’s location on 

credibility assessment.  

Given the potential applicability of travel interest and geographical location 

as cues for the reviewer’s credibility evaluation, the current study attempts to 

investigate their impact on the perceived credibility of travel reviewers by 

manipulating the congruence of these variables with the review content.  

 

3.2 Hypotheses  

 The development of hypotheses for this study has its theoretical grounds 

in two fields of discipline: source credibility from communication and congruence 

from consumer marketing. In the communication literature, the construct of 

source credibility presents the audience perception of the message source as to 

its believability. The characteristics of the source (source factors) relevant to the 

message are evaluated on the credibility of two variables: trustworthiness and 

expertise. This credibility verification is an important determinant of the 

persuasive effects of the source. Congruence indicates the perceived relevance 

of the source to the object with which it attempts to be associated (Rifon et al., 

2004). In the context of this experiment, congruence results when the attributes 

(source factors) of the travel reviewer are perceived as relevant to the review 

(message). The effect of the source factor-message congruence can lead to the 

positive perception of the source credibility as a result of the source factors. It is 

thus hypothesized that high source factor-message congruence will lead to a 
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high degree of perceived credibility of the reviewer. This present study proposed 

the following set of hypotheses to test the relationship between the source 

factors and the message through the congruence in the travel planning context.  

Hypothesis 1a: A congruence of the reviewer’s social information in terms of 

travel interest and the review content will be reflected in a high level of 

perceived trustworthiness of the reviewer. 

Hypothesis 1b: A congruence of the reviewer’s social information in terms of 

travel interest and the review content will be reflected in a high level of 

perceived expertise of the reviewer. 

Hypothesis 2a: A congruence of the reviewer’s social information in terms of 

location and the review content will be reflected in a high level of 

perceived trustworthiness of the reviewer. 

Hypothesis 2b: A congruence of the reviewer’s social information in terms of 

location and the review content will be reflected in a high level of 

perceived expertise of the reviewer. 
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CHAPTER 4  

METHODOLOGY  

4.1 Research Design 

 To test the proposed hypotheses, the study employed a 3×2 (travel 

interest: kayaking, outdoor activities, and shopping; geographical location: 

Seattle, WA; Kansas City, MI) between-subjects experimental design. In the 

communication literature, the experimental examination of the message source 

credibility has been successfully achieved by manipulating the source’s factors, 

such as the amount of experience, the education, etc. As a consequence, the 

source factor manipulations affect the recipient’s perceptions of the source’s 

credibility (O’keefe, 1990, p. 134). This method has been adopted by researchers 

from diverse disciplines in testing the effects of source credibility. In one such 

study, Smith et al. (2005) noted that what was displayed in the peer 

recommender’s social information influenced the experimental subjects on their 

final selection of a restaurant venue. The different levels of credibility-expertise 

and rapport (affective bond) of peer recommenders were set up through varying 

their personal information related to dining experience: frequency of visits to the 

vicinity of the restaurants, personal tastes, lifestyle, and hobbies (Smith et al., 

2005). In our experiment, the review content contained an account about a 

kayaking trip to the San Juan Islands off Seattle and an evaluation of a local 

eatery on the Island. This factor of review content was held constant for the
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 experiment. In order to achieve different levels of congruence between the 

reviewer’s PPI and the review content, the variable of the reviewer’s 

geographical location included two locations that were perceived as 

geographically apart: Seattle, Washington, was close to the destination (the San 

Juan Islands) discussed in the review versus Kansas City, Missouri. Arsal et al. 

(2008) argued that local residents in a destination are taken as credible with 

prospective visitors particularly when they provide their evaluations of local dining 

facilities and safety. Three types of travel interests were employed for the 

experiment: kayaking, outdoor activities, and shopping. The travel activity of 

kayaking belongs in the water-based activities segment (Sung, Morrison, & 

O’Leary, 1992). As the individual involvement in the activity varies, paddlers likely 

possess different amounts of experience and skills that tend to be improved 

though participation (Chang & Gibson, 2011). Outdoor activities were next 

chosen to indicate the reviewer’s general involvement in nature-based activities. 

Lastly, shopping and mall visiting were selected, as these activities are 

considered a mass tourist activity, the opposite of the eco-tourist vs. mass tourist 

continuum (Wight, 1996). Table 1 displays the list of the six experimental 

personal profiles with their different levels of congruence to the review content.  

 The survey-based template of the travel reviewer’s profile for this study 

closely resembles the interface of the profile from the Tripadvisor.com review 

website. This website is a popular destination for travel reviews. 
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Table 1  

Congruence Levels of Treatment Groups 

 
Reviewer’s Profile 

Geographical 
Location 

 
Travel Interest 

Profile 1 Seattle Kayaking (avid kayaker, canoeist) 
Profile 2 Seattle Trekking, hiking (outdoor activities) 
Profile 3 Seattle Shopping (mall visiting) 
Profile 4 Kansas Kayaking (avid kayaker, canoeist) 
Profile 5 Kansas Trekking, hiking (outdoor activities) 
Profile 6 Kansas Shopping (mall visiting) 

  
 
Reviewers who post to the site display their geographical locations in the 

Location field of the reviewer’s profile information. The profile information 

currently does not carry the specific subject of “Travel interest” for member 

reviewers. Instead, it displays the subject of “A great vacation includes,” where 

reviewers fill their activities of interest. For this study, the reviewer profile 

contained the following information only: travel interest, location, and 

membership identity in numbers. None of the potential sources of biases, such 

as advertisements or announcements, were present in the survey design. Each 

survey presented only one review with the reviewer’s profile. 

 

4.1.1 Reviewer’s Personal Profile Information (PPI) 

 As described earlier, the personal profile information for this experiment 

exhibits a reviewer’s location and travel interest in the profile. The profile from the 

City of Seattle represented a high source-review content congruence; whereas, 

the Kansas City’s reviewer provided a low congruence situation. The same 
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procedure was taken in creating the three levels (high, medium, and low) of 

congruence with the profile’s travel interest. A high congruence was achieved by 

making the profile’s interest (kayaking) relevant to the review content. For a 

medium level, the outdoor activities profile was matched with the review. Lastly, 

the shopping profile created a low congruence. In order to imply that the profile’s 

travel interest was an enduring individual interest or high involvement, a short 

description was added next to the personal profile information. A set of six 

reviewers’ profiles with different levels of congruence to the message was 

created for this experimental study. 

 

4.1.2 Review Characteristics 

 Previous research on consumer reviews provide ample evidence that the 

perception of the review’s quality is greatly affected by the characteristics of the 

review in terms of length, grammatical errors, review post date, the number of 

reviews posted, consistency with preview postings, and fact-versus emotion-

based content of review (Lee, Park, & Han, 2008; Metzger & Flanagin, 2011). 

The degree of equivocation expressed in the review also affected consumer 

perception of the review’s helpfulness with a purchase decision (Forman et al., 

2008). A negative review presented in a string of positive reviews was viewed as 

more diagnostic (Xia & Bechwati, 2010). Based on prior research findings, the 

review content for this experiment was formulated. Particular attention was paid 

to minimize the effect of respondents’ bias. One such bias can arise when the 
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expertise of the reviewer is deemed more or less equal to the respondents’ own 

expertise level, causing the respondents to diminish the reviewer’s expertise by 

thinking “I know about this topic as much as this reviewer” (O’ Keefe, 1990, p. 

150). To minimize this possible effect on the study outcome, the review content 

alluded to the reviewers possessing a higher than average level of expertise in 

the travel activity described in the content. Similarly, the review contained a 

message that hinted at a level of knowledge about the location that could be 

attributed to local residents of the location. The wording of the review was also 

carefully adapted from real travelers’ reviews of kayaking trips from the 

Tripadvisor.com site. Lastly, the review content was couched in terms that were 

factual and offered the reviewer’s recommendation for a local restaurant in the 

destination. 

 

4.2 Procedure 

 The subjects in the sample of this study consisted of undergraduate and 

graduate students from either Hospitality or Merchandising programs at a major 

public university in the United States. A series of student surveys was conducted 

in a classroom setting. Students were proposed as ideal survey participants in e-

commerce related research because of their frequent usage of the Internet for 

communication and commercial transactions (Hassanein & Head, 2007). This 

study involved a sample size of 272 students. An in-class survey proceeded with 

the approval of the professor and was administered under his or her supervision. 
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A pre-screening prior to the survey administration was performed to filter out 

those who had had a similar experience to the travel activity (kayaking) and to 

the destination (the San Juan Islands) in order to minimize the participant bias 

effect. Participants were given verbal instructions on their right to withdraw from 

the survey at any time. The survey proceeded after consent from students was 

confirmed. 

 

4.3 Measurement 

 The scales of measurement for this study were all adapted from previous 

research, including those on credibility (Rifon et al., 2004; Yoo et al., 2009; 

Dickinger, 2011). To measure the dependable variable, source credibility, a five-

item-seven-point scale was developed in the following fashion.  Trustworthiness 

comprised a group of three items: convincing, believable, and unbiased (α=.664). 

The expertise dimension included two items: expert and knowledgeable (α=.709). 

A reliability test of scales was performed. The desired requirement of Cronbach’s 

alpha for a reliable scale is conventionally set at above 0.7, yet in the exploratory 

research setting, the value for alpha can be at 0.6 or higher (Hair, Anderson, 

Tatham, & Black, 1998). The specific wording for each measurement items was 

modified for applicability to the present study. 

 

4.4 Data Analysis  

 To investigate the proposed set of hypotheses, a set of SPSS procedures 
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was utilized. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was employed to examine the 

impact of congruence between the personal profile information (location and 

travel interest) and the review content on the perceived credibility of the reviewer 

(trustworthiness and expertise). Where a statistically significant difference was 

observed, a post hoc test of the least significant difference (LSD) performed a 

pair-wise comparison of the six treatments (personal profiles). The Post hoc 

procedure was also employed when high F-values resulted from the ANOVA test. 

The present study examined the differences between the personal profiles 

collapsed into three travel interest factors: kayaking, outdoor activities, and 

shopping. Likewise, SPSS t-test assessed the congruence effects on the 

perceived credibility between two different locations: Seattle and Kansas City.
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CHAPTER 5  

FINDINGS 

This section presents the findings of this study. Table 2 presents the 

descriptive profile of 272 participants in the sample size. As can be seen, the 

average age of the sample population was 22 while the participants were mostly 

women: 219 women vs. 52 men. A majority of students identified themselves as 

undergraduate seniors (65.4%) of their respective programs. The graduate 

students made up 7.1 % of the participant sample.  

Table 2  

Demographics of Participants 

Gender Frequency % 
Male 53 19.2 

Female 219 80.8 
Major   

Hospitality 148 54.6 
Others 123 45.4 

Classification   
Freshman 1 0.4 

Sophomore 12 4.5 
Junior 61 22.7 
Senior 176 65.4 

Graduate 19 7.1 
Total 272 100 

 
Table 3 shows that the average number of trips taken by 269 respondents 

over the past year was two trips, whereas Table 3 shows that the average 

number of trips taken by 269 respondents over the past year was 2. Most 

respondents accessed the Internet occasionally for the purpose of planning their 

trips. Reading travel reviews over the course of trip planning was rated important 
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(M = 4.92) for most respondents when it was measured with a scale of 1 being 

not important at all to 7 very important.  

Table 3  

Travel and Internet Usage Behaviors 

 N Mean SD 
Frequency of Trips Taken 269 2.19 0.777 
Frequency of Internet Use 271 4.55 1.558 
Importance of Reading Online Reviews 269 4.92 1.607 

 
The satisfaction of the respondents with the Internet for their travel 

arrangements was positive at an average score of 5. 67, as shown in Table 4, on 

the scale of 1 being extremely dissatisfied and 7 extremely satisfied.  

Table 4  

Level of Satisfaction with Internet Use for the Purpose of Trip Planning 

 N Mean SD 
Level of Satisfaction 268 5.67 0.915 

 
The question regarding the importance of different reviewers’ 

characteristics was assessed by employing a 7-point Likert scale with 1 being not 

important at all through 7 being extremely important. Table 5 shows that the 

travel interest of a reviewer is most important (M = 5.46) for the credibility 

assessment of the travel reviewer. The reviewer’s age was the next attribute in 

the order of importance (M = 4.79). The importance of the reviewer’s location, 

however, was relatively moderate with (M = 3.5). 
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Table 5  

Importance of Reviewer’s Characteristics on Reviewer’s Credibility 

Reviewer’s characteristics N Mean SD 
Reviewer travel interest 271 5.46 1.179 
Reviewer age 272 4.79 1.493 
Reviewer social status 272 3.62 1.616 
Reviewer location 272 3.5 1.841 
Reviewer gender 272 3.25 1.759 
Reviewer marital status 271 3.1 1.742 
Reviewer nationality  272 2.6 1.674 

 
Table 6 provides a glimpse into how travel reviews are typically evaluated 

on review credibility. No single attribute of the review stood out as significantly 

more important than the others. This result is an indication that respondents 

normally engage in review evaluation based on multiple aspects of the review 

content. It is noteworthy that the amount of detail provided in reviews (35.9%) 

and reviews with photos (34.2%) have significant influence on the respondents’ 

evaluation of review credibility. 

Table 6  

Influence of Review Characteristics on Review Credibility 

Review Characteristics 
Level of Influence (%) 

N 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Review is free of spelling/grammar mistakes  269 2.2 4.5 7.4 8.9 20.4 26.8 29.7 
Review has photos  269 1.5 1.9 4.5 8.6 19.7 29.7 34.2 
Review is written in a polite way  268 1.1 1.5 3.4 11.6 23.5 32.1 26.9 
Review is consistent with other reviews 
posted  earlier  269 3 2.2 4.5 8.9 24.9 30.9 25.7 

Review provides detailed descriptions  270  0.4 1.9 4.8 13.7 43.3 35.9 
Review is objective in its description  268 0.4 1.5 3.7 14.6 23.1 32.1 24.6 
Review provides both positive and negative 
points 269 0.4 0.4 1.5 13 22.3 33.5 29 

Review is long  270 5.6 13 18.9 32.2 21.5 5.9 3 
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Table 7 shows that the influence of the reviewer’s personal information 

was relatively moderate on the respondents’ evaluation of the review and 

reviewer credibility. The general travel experience of reviewers, however, was an 

influential criterion for credibility assessment. The date of reviews posted and 

helpfulness ratings were significant for the same reason. Results pose an 

interesting question of what travelers’ ratings of helpfulness of review truly means 

in terms of review credibility. Given the number of different aspects of review and 

reviewer exerting influence on review credibility assessment, the helpfulness 

rating might represent multi-aspects of the users’ evaluation.  

Table 7  
 
Influence of Characteristics of Travel Review and Reviewer on Review Credibility 
 

Characteristics of Travel Review and Reviewer  
Level of Influence (%) 

N 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Date review was posted  270 3 0.7 6.3 13.3 28.9 26.7 21.1 
Type of website on which the review is posted  265 2.6 3.4 8.3 15.1 26 27.2 17.4 
The reviewer's personal information  271 9.2 14 15.9 25.1 19.9 10 5.9 
Travel party information  271 4.1 4.4 7.4 14.8 35.4 22.9 11.1 
The general travel expertise of the reviewer  270 1.9 1.9 7 15.6 30.7 30 13 
Purpose of trip referred to in the review 271 2.2 2.6 5.9 12.5 27.7 32.5 16.6 
Other travelers' ratings of the helpfulness of the review  271 2.2 2.2 7 9.6 26.2 34.3 18.5 

 
 

5.1 Personal Profile-Review Congruent Effects 

 Six treatments with different personal profile information were measured 

for the effects of the personal profile-content congruence. One-way ANOVA 

findings in Table 8 show no significant difference between the individual 

treatments in terms of trustworthiness (F = 0.859, p = 0.509). Table 4 reveals that 
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only the Seattle-outdoor profile (M = 5.21, SD = 0.89) generated a moderate 

difference in the means of trustworthiness in comparison to the following two 

profiles: Seattle-kayaker (M = 4.83, SD = .91) and Kansas-shopper (M = 4.82, 

SD = 1.09). In terms of expertise, the differences of means between the personal 

profiles are marginally significant (F = 2.016, p = 0.077). In Table 5 for a pair-

wise comparison of the six personal profiles, three treatments, Seattle kayaker 

(M = 4.72, SD = 1.10), Seattle outdoor (M = 4.78, SD = 1.19), and Kansas 

kayaker (M = 4.84, SD = 1.23), induce high means to be significantly different, 

particularly from Seattle shopper (M = 4.25, SD = 1.19) and Kansas outdoor (M = 

4.31, SD = 1.33). A significant difference of mean is also observed between 

Kansas kayaker and Seattle shopper (p = 0.023), Kansas outdoor (p = 0.039) 

respectively. Of particular note is that the personal profiles that reflected a high 

mean in expertise all display outdoor related-activities in their profile information. 

Table 8  

One-way ANOVA Results for Six Personal Profiles 

Variable f p 
Trustworthiness 0.859 n.s. 
Expertise 2.016 0.08 

 
Table 9  
 
Comparisons of Means between Personal Profiles 
 

 

Seattle/ 
Kayaking 

Settle/ 
Outdoor 

Settle/ 
Shopping 

Kansas/ 
Kayaking 

Kansas/ 
Outdoor 

Kansas/ 
Shopping 

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
Trustworthiness 4.83 0.92 5.21 0.88 4.93 0.95 4.99 1.11 4.92 1.24 4.82 1.09 
Expertise 4.72 1.1 4.78 0.97 4.25 1.19 4.84 1.23 4.31 1.33 4.44 1.33 



43 

Table 10  
 
Post Hoc Pair-wise Comparison of Personal Profiles 

 
Trustworthiness Expertise 
I-J p I-J p 

Seattle/Kayaking (I) Seattle/Outdoor (J) -.37879 .078* -.06840 .781 
Seattle/Shopping -.10606 .620 .46569 .059 
Kansas/Kayaking -.15891 .461 -.12152 .624 
Kansas/Outdoor -.08333 .697 .40887 .098 
Kansas/Shopping .01515 .944 .27250 .269 

Seattle/Outdoor Seattle/Kayaking .37879 .078* .06840 .781 
Seattle/Shopping .27273 .217 .53409* .037* 
Kansas/Kayaking .21987 .323 -.05312 .836 
Kansas/Outdoor .29545 .182 .47727 .062 
Kansas/Shopping .39394 .075* .34091 .182 

Seattle/Shopping Seattle/Kayaking .10606 .620 -.46569 .059 
Seattle/Outdoor -.27273 .217 -.53409* .037* 
Kansas/Kayaking -.05285 .812 -.58721* .023* 
Kansas/Outdoor .02273 .918 -.05682 .824 
Kansas/Shopping .12121 .583 -.19318 .449 

Kansas/Kayaking Seattle/Kayaking .15891 .461 .12152 .624 
Seattle/Outdoor -.21987 .323 .05312 .836 
Seattle/Shopping .05285 .812 .58721* .023* 
Kansas/Outdoor .07558 .734 .53039* .039* 
Kansas/Shopping .17407 .433 .39403 .125 

Kansas/Outdoor Seattle/Kayaking .08333 .697 -.40887 .098 
Seattle/Outdoor -.29545 .182 -.47727 .062 
Seattle/Shopping -.02273 .918 .05682 .824 
Kansas/Kayaking -.07558 .734 -.53039* .039* 
Kansas/Shopping .09848 .656 -.13636 .593 

Kansas/Shopping 

 

 

 

 

Seattle/Kayaking -.01515 .944 -.27250 .269 
Seattle/Outdoor -.39394 .075* -.34091 .182 
Seattle/Shopping -.12121 .583 .19318 .449 
Kansas/Kayaking -.17407 .433 -.39403 .125 
Kansas/Outdoor -.09848 .656 .13636 .593 

 
*p < 0.05 
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5.2 Travel Interest-Review Congruence Effects  

 Table 11 presents the ANOVA analysis results with the six personal 

profiles collapsed into the three levels of travel interest: kayaking, outdoor 

activities, and shopping. Hypotheses 1a and 1b stated that a high congruence of 

the reviewer’s social information in terms of travel interest and the review content 

would be reflected in a high level of perceived trustworthiness and expertise of 

the reviewer. No congruence effects are observed with regard to trustworthiness. 

Therefore, H 1a is not supported. The effects, however, achieve a fairly significant 

difference of means particularly in the perceived level of expertise (F = 2.864, p = 

0.059) among the three travel interests. The kayaking profiles generates the 

highest mean of 4.77 as opposed to the outdoors (M = 4.55) and shopping (M = 

4.35). Inspection of the Post Hoc (LSD) analysis in Table 8 reveals a significance 

of mean differences (p < 0.05) in a pair comparison between the kayaking and 

shopping interests. Thus, H1b is supported. 

Table 11  

One-way ANOVA Results for Comparison of Travel Interests 

Variable f p 

Trustworthiness .829 n.s. 
Expertise 2.864 0.059 

*p < 0.05  
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Table 12  

Comparisons between Means of Travel Interests 

Variable Kayaking  Outdoor  Shopping 
Trustworthiness 4.91 5.06 4.88 
Expertise  4.77 4.55 4.35 

 
Table 13  

Post Hoc Test Results for Travel Interests 

Variable Travel Interests p 

Trustworthiness Kayaking vs. Outdoor n.s. 
Kayaking vs. Shopping n.s. 

Expertise Kayaking vs. Outdoor n.s. 
Kayaking vs. Shopping 0.018* 

*p < 0.05 

 

 

Figure 2. Trustworthiness between means of travel interests: kayaking, outdoor 
and shopping. 
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Figure 3. Expertise between means of travel interests: kayaking, outdoor and 
shopping. 

 
 

5.3 Location-Review Congruence Effects  

The six personal profiles were collapsed into two locations for a 

comparison of means. Table 14 displays the comparison of means between the 

geographical locations, Seattle and Kansas City, in terms of trustworthiness and 

expertise. No significant differences are obtained on either trustworthiness or 

expertise. Thus, H2a and H2b are not supported.  

 
Table 14  

Post Hoc Test Results for Geographical Location 

Variable Seattle Kansas City p-value 
Trustworthiness 4.99 4.91 n.s. 
Expertise 4.59 4.53 n.s. 
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CHAPTER 6  

DISCUSSION 

 The results of this study provide insight into how the credibility 

(trustworthiness and expertise) of the travel reviewer is assessed through the 

congruence between the reviewer’s personal profile and the review content. 

Results do not show the expected congruence effect with regard to 

trustworthiness. An one-way ANOVA test shows no significant difference 

between the means of trustworthiness across the six personal profiles (F = 0.86). 

The trustworthiness of profile 2 (Seattle-outdoor) (M = 5.21, SD = .89) is 

perceived as slightly higher than the other two profiles: Seattle kayaker (M = 

4.83, SD = .92) and Kansas shopper (M = 4.94, SD = .95) respectively. Profile 2 

is regarded as highly trustworthy because of the following combination of factors: 

close proximity to the San Juan Islands and the image of Seattle as being an 

outdoor destination. More specifically, Profile 2’s perceived high trustworthiness 

might be caused by the experimental condition. When respondents are instructed 

to imagine venturing on a kayaking trip to Seattle, they likely opt for Profile 2 

(Seattle-outdoor) because the reviewer displays a broad experience in outdoor 

activities and lives close to the destination. Therefore, when the travel reviewer’s 

trustworthiness is evaluated, the evaluation reflects perception of multiple 

aspects of the reviewer’s characteristics; in this case, travel interest, location and 

similarity. A high trustworthiness for Profile 2 seems to be the result of the
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combined effect of those source factors. By contrast, for source expertise, 

thereviewer’s travel interest seems to prevail in the expertise assessment. 

Though Profile 1 (Seattle-avid kayaker) exhibits the knowledge and skills related 

to the activity, his/her display of expertise does not presumably translate into high 

trustworthiness. The effect of the reviewer’s travel interest has limited yet strong 

influence on perception of his/her expertise as a kayaker. This interpretation 

suggests that the levels of the reviewer’s expertise can be evaluated with relative 

ease if the explicit display of the expertise cue is provided. All things considered, 

however, the differences for trustworthiness are insignificant among the six 

profile treatments.   

 The expertise of the profiles appears to have been evaluated largely 

based on the PPI and review congruence. The congruence generates the 

different levels of perceived expertise among the six profile treatments. Profile 1 

(Seattle-kayaker M = 4.72), 2 (Seattle-outdoor M = 4.78), and 4 (Kansas-

kayaker, M = 4.84) induce a high expertise mean in comparison with the other 

three treatments: profile 3 (M = 4.25), 5 (M = 4.30) and 6 (M = 4.44). Profiles 1 

and 4 display the common travel interest of kayaking, congruent with the review 

content. This result is expected, but the effect is moderate (P = 0.077). The high 

expertise assigned to profile 2 (M = 4.78) seems to be a reflection of being close 

to the destination and the Seattle effect, considering the fact that Profile 5 

(Kansas-outdoor) with the similar interest generates a comparatively low 

expertise mean (M = 4.31). Results suggest that the availability of the reviewer’s 
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expertise in the profile information can aid the user’s credibility assessment. 

Table 10 below shows a more detailed picture of the congruence and expertise 

relationship. It displays the difference of means among the trustworthiness and 

expertise of the six treatments. Both profiles 1(Seattle) and 4 (Kansas) with a 

kayaking interest generate the least variation in the mean difference between the 

two credibility variables: 0.11 and 0.15 respectively. The other profiles, however, 

see their means of expertise lower by a larger margin. These findings hint that 

the travel interest-review congruence is particularly strong when the reviewer’s 

expertise is evaluated.  

Table 15  
 
Differences in Means between Trustworthiness and Expertise of Individual 
Treatments 

 

Seattle/ Seattle/ Seattle/ Kansas/ Kansas/ Kansas/ 
Kayaking Outdoor Shopping Kayaking Outdoor Shopping 

Variable Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean 
Trustworthiness 4.83 5.21 4.93 4.99 4.92 4.82 

Expertise 4.72 4.78 4.25 4.84 4.31 4.44 
Difference in Mean 
(Trustworthiness-

Expertise) 
0.11 0.43 0.68 0.15 0.61 0.38 

 
 
 To measure the congruence effect in terms of different travel interests, the 

six profile treatments were collapsed into three factors of travel interest: the 

kayaking, the outdoor, and the shopping. An one-way ANOVA test for 

trustworthiness does not generate a significant difference between the means of 

the three factors (F = .829, p = 0.438). Therefore, H1a is not supported. On the 

subject of expertise, however, the congruence produces an appreciable 
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difference of means (F = 2.864, p = 0.059) among the kayaking (M = 4.77), the 

outdoor (M = 4.55), and the shopping (M = 4.35). The post hoc of LSD reveals 

the means of the kayaking and the shopping split statistically significant (p < 

0.05). The variable of travel interest clearly indicates the difference in expertise 

among the different travel interests. This result supports H1b that the travel 

interest-review congruence will lead to a difference between the personal profiles 

in terms of expertise.  

 The location-review congruence is found to be insignificant among the six 

profile treatments and, thus, both H 2a and 2b are not supported. Similarly, no 

statistically significant differences are obtained when the six profile treatments 

are compared in terms of the location factor (Seattle and Kansas). The tourism 

literature suggested otherwise: the residents of a destination in the travel forum 

on the local food and beverage scene and the reviewers who live near the hotel 

on which they offer evaluation would be influential and credible as sources of 

information (Arsal et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2011). Our experimental results, 

however, are inconclusive in confirming previous findings. One possible cause 

might be that the visit to the reviewed restaurant in the review content does not 

generate enough significance for the study respondents to take the reviewer’s 

location seriously in relation to the reviewer’s evaluation of the restaurant. A 

special situation, such as a wedding anniversary dinner, might accentuate the 

value of the reviewer’s profile information. Another possibility is that, from the 

participants’ point of view, the reviews of the San Juan Islands restaurant from 
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two U.S. residents might both be perceived as equally credible (trustworthiness 

and expertise). Future investigation can clarify whether the importance of 

knowing the reviewer’s location matters for domestic- or overseas-bound 

travelers as a reference. 
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CHAPTER 7  

CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATION 

Most travelers frequent the social media with the aim of finding travel 

information not offered in the traditional media (U.S. Travel Association, 2010). 

The social media sites fill the information gap by allowing individual travelers to 

bring their experiences in the form of user-generated content (UCG). Sites of this 

nature offer rich travel information from various users’ perspectives to satisfy the 

diverse needs of travelers. There are, however, still issues to be resolved. First, 

the credibility of travel reviews persistently remains a major concern for review 

users. Secondly, individual travel reviewers are underutilized as sources of 

information that reflect the multifarious travel interests. Grounded on source 

credibility and congruence theories, this present study set out to address these 

concerns.  

The empirical test results suggest that the expertise of the six profile 

treatments appears to be subject to the user’s evaluation on the basis of the 

travel interest-review congruence. The congruence effect is strongly evident 

when the expertise of the personal profiles is compared in the three travel 

interest factors: kayaking, outdoor, and shopping. The survey results similarly 

find that the reviewer’s travel interest is the most important characteristic that 

determines respondents’ perceptions of the reviewer’s credibility. No congruence 

effects, however, are observed in the evaluation of trustworthiness in either a 



53 

pair-wise or travel-interests-wise comparison. The visible display of a travel 

interest in the personal profile can thus help review users evaluate travel 

reviewers in terms of expertise relevant to the travel interest. This arrangement 

can leverage the functional feature of social media that allows the sharing of 

knowledge and the promotion of collective wisdom of crowds for travel planning. 

In a few game review websites, the level of the game reviewer’s expertise is 

explicitly displayed so that the users can find a review from the reviewer who has 

the desired level of expertise. The explicit display of the differential levels of 

expertise among travel reviewers in terms of travel interest can also assist the 

review users’ decision-making process. Feng and MacGeorge (2010) suggested 

that the source factor of expertise affected the individuals’ intentions of adopting 

advice more than the other factors like similarity and trustworthiness. Similarly, 

the review from a self-described expert was found to be more helpful than from a 

non-expert (Connors, Mudambi, & Schuff, 2011). Lastly, a website that is useful 

and proficient in the consumer decision process can be a source of differentiation 

(Mudambi & Schuff, 2010; Dickinger &Stangl, in press). 

 It was also argued that the definition of the traveler’s prior experience be 

redefined so that individual travelers’ experiences could be used as cues to the 

credibility and relevance of reviewers in the context of travel review. We 

proposed the variable of travel interest—an individual interest in a travel activity 

and location as an alternative. The results of the travel interest-review 

congruence show that the variable stimulated perceived differences between the 
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profile treatments in terms of expertise. If the traveler’s experience can be treated 

as a distinctive unit of travel interest, the relevance of the traveler as an 

information source can be improved through assignment to the relevant category 

of the source’s travel interest. The wide range of travel interest topics, as a result, 

can provide the benefit of satisfying the diverse information needs of travelers. 

The subject of individual interest is significant for many travelers. Interest brings 

travelers to a specific location at a certain time, e.g., the millions of soccer fans 

who descend on the World-Cup venue every four years (Kim & Chalip, 2004). 

Travel interest can serve as a search cue, a mental shortcut, via which reviewers 

with a similar interest can be located. In this sense, the display of the reviewer’s 

travel interest can help enrich the user’s search options. Another additional 

benefit can also be realized with the implementation of travel interest as PPI: 

peers sharing information on topics of interest foster trust and credibility between 

one another. In an online community forum on book topics and film genres, the 

formation of mutual trust occurred among the participants who conversed on 

specific themes of interest (Ziegler & Golbeck, 2006).  

The results of this study have implications for social media sites. 

Credibility is key to the success of travel review sites. Provision of credibility cues 

about travel reviewers can benefit a website in generating user traffic as Burkell 

and Wathen (2002) attested; a website that hosts credible information attracts 

more user traffic to the site. The improvement of credibility in online 

communication can further ease the concerns of information seekers about the 
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credibility of e-WOM since it is considered (or at least since it has been 

considered) less credible than traditional WOM (Wathen & Burkell, 2000). Users 

who are satisfied with the credibility of the information they retrieve from a 

website will translate this positive feeling of fulfillment into a positive opinion of 

that website (Chang & Tan, 2011). 

The present experimental study was conducted with a paper-based 

survey; any generalizing from the study results should take the following 

considerations into account. The survey did not provide assessment tools for the 

travel reviewer, such as user-approval ratings, nor did it include previous 

comments allowing a user to gauge the reviewer’s credibility. With the absence 

of these peripheral cues, the exact replication of users’ online behaviors is 

limited. In addition, the study subjects had to rely on the review and the reviewer 

profile to make their credibility assessment of the reviewer. In other words, the 

experimental study created the environment where information is processed on a 

central route (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). Under this circumstance, the study 

subjects likely engaged in careful evaluation of information presented; as a 

result, the reviewer’s profile was overemphasized in their evaluation process. In 

the online environment, users tend to approach the information heuristically as 

search cues. In terms of the sample population, the sample collection for this 

study employed a convenient sample method, so the interpretation of the results 

should reflect this limitation. Dickinger (2011) investigated tourist perceptions of 

the types of online information channels on the Web in terms of credibility. Given 
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the variation in information search behaviors of travelers, it will be interesting to 

see how the credibility of different information sources online is perceived by the 

various types of travelers.  
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APPENDIX  

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE
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Dear Participant, 
 

The purpose of this study is to examine online users’ perceptions of travel reviews when 
they use them to plan a trip. Your participation is completely voluntary.  Please be assured that all 
of your responses will be treated as confidential, and will be reported in the aggregate format for 
research purposes only.  

You must be 18 years or older to participate in this study.  If you choose to participate, 
you will not be asked to provide your name or contact information. There are no foreseeable risks 
in completing this survey; no questions are asked that would pose any physical, psychological, or 
social risks. Answering the questionnaire should take you approximately 10 minutes. Your 
completion of the survey serves as your consent to participate in the study.  However, if at any 
time during your participation in this study you wish to stop, please feel free to do so.  This study 
is voluntary and there are no penalties for withdrawing. This project is expected to provide a 
better understanding of online travelers’ use of travel-related information to meet their travel 
needs. If you have any questions or concerns about the survey, please contact my thesis advisor, 
Dr. Zheng Xiang at philxz@unt.edu or by telephone at (940) 369-7890. Thank you! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
HeeLye Park 
 
This research project has been reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board. 
You may contact the UNT IRB at (940) 565-3940 with any questions regarding your rights as a 
research subject. 
 

 
INSTRUCTIONS 

In order to complete the survey, please follow the instructions carefully: 

1. Read the story provided below. 

2. Review the information presented on the next page. 

3. Answer the questions that follow. 

 
Travel Planning 

You are planning a trip to Seattle in Washington State during the upcoming spring 
break. While you are vacationing there, you want to give yourself the opportunity to try 
something new: kayaking off the San Juan Islands. Knowing that you have little 
information about kayaking in the area and its dining scene, you start reading others' 
reviews on a travel review website. On the next page is one of the reviewers accompanied 
with his/her personal profile information.     
 

 

mailto:jhornsby@smhm.unt.edu
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Outdoor Activity - Washington State, U.S.A 

Traveler’s Review 

 
Reviewer profile  

  ID: tr06 

  Travel Interest: Shopping (malls visiting) 

  Location: Kansas City (Missouri) 

 

The main island of San Juan is located about sixteen miles east of Seattle. 
Kayaking around the Island takes around three hours, with an hour break in 
between. Conditions near Brown Island are tricky for novice paddlers, 
because strong currents in the area can make kayak navigation difficult at 
times. So caution should be exercised. In downtown San Juan there are about 
a dozen local restaurants. Of these, the Bay restaurant has long been in 
operation and is loved by locals for its good food and service. I would 
recommend the Bay for anyone who travels to the Island. 

 
 
Now that you are familiar with the reviewer’s profile and have read the review, please 
rate the reviewer by agreeing or disagreeing to the statements provided below with 1 
meaning “Strongly Disagree” and 7 “Strongly Agree”. 

    Strongly Disagree                              Strongly Agree                                                                           
1.  The reviewer is convincing as an information source. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        
2.   The reviewer is believable as an information source. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        
3.  The reviewer is unbiased as an information source. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        
4.  The reviewer is relevant as an information source. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        
5.  The reviewer is knowledgeable as an information source. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        
6.  The reviewer is expert as an information source. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        
7.  I will consider the reviewer’s posting in planning my travel. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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The following questions on the next page ask about your travel behavior and online 
information search behavior for your travel planning. (Please check one response 
for each aspect) 
 
1. In the past year, how many (in total) pleasure trips have you taken?  

None 1-3 trips 4-6 trips 7-9 trips 10 and more  trips 
          

   

 

2. How frequently did you use the Internet to plan your pleasure trips in the past year? (Circle or 
Check off) 

Never Very Rarely Rarely Occasionally Very Frequently  Always 
 
 
3. How important is it that you look at (read) comments or materials posted online by other travelers 
in the course of planning your pleasure trips?  

Not at all  important                                                 Extremely Important  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
              

 

4. How frequently did you use each group of the following websites to plan your pleasure trips in the 
past year?  (Circle or check off each group below) 

 Never Very 
Rarely Rarely Occasionally Very 

Frequently Always 

 Online travel agency or discount/auction websites 
(e.g., Expedia, Travelocity, Hotwire, Priceline) 

      

 Search engine websites (e.g., Google, Yahoo) 
      

 Service provider websites (e.g., airlines, hotels, 
rental cars) 

      

 Travel destination websites (e.g., country, state, or 
city website) 

      

 Travel-related “blogs” or Travel review websites 
(e.g., HoboTraveler.com, Tripadvisor) 

      

 Travel price comparison websites (e.g.,kayak, 
sidestep) 

      

 Photo or video sharing site (e.g., Flickr, Youtube, 
Picasa) 
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5. How would you describe your level of satisfaction with the use of the Internet for the purpose of 
planning pleasure trips over the year?  

Extremely 
Dissatisfied 

Very  
dissatisfied 

Somewhat 
dissatisfied 

Neither 
satisfied nor 
dissatisfied 

Somewhat 
satisfied 

Very  
satisfied 

Extremely 
Satisfied 

 

6. Reading a travel review, how important is each of the following aspects of a travel reviewer with 
regard to his/her credibility as a source of information for your travel planning? 

 Not important at all                               Extremely Important                                                                    
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Age                
Travel Interests                

Social Status                
Nationality                

Gender                
Marital Status                

Where reviewer lives               
 
7. How much influence does each aspect of a comment/review have on the credibility of online 
reviews? 

 No influence at all                                         A lot of influence                                                                                                           
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Review is free of spelling/grammar mistakes                

Review is accompanied by photos                

Review is written in a polite way                

Review is consistent with other reviews posted  earlier                

Review provides detailed descriptions                

Review is objective in its description                

Review provides both positive and negative points               

Review is long                
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8. Thinking about others’ comments/reviews on a travel review website, how much influence does 
each of the following aspects have on the credibility of online comments/reviews?  

 No influence at all                                         A lot of influence                                                                                                           
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Date review was posted                

Type of website on which the review is posted                

The reviewer's personal information such as age, 
marital status and gender  

              

Travel party information (children included, size, 
etc.)  

              

The general travel expertise of the reviewer                

Purpose of trip referred to in the review 
(example- family vacation)  

              

Other travelers' ratings of the helpfulness of the 
review  

              

 
9. Your age is ______                                                    10. Your gender is ______ Male ______ Female 
11. Your major is___________________  
12 Your classification is:  

                                        Thank You!   
 

 

Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior Graduate 



63 

REFERENCES 

Ainley, M. D., Hidi, S., & Berndorff, D. (2002). Interest, learning and the 
psychological processes that mediate their relationship. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 94, 1–17. 

 
Arsal, I., Backman, S., & Baldwin, E. (2008). Influence of an online travel 

community on travel decisions.  Information and Communication 
Technologies in Tourism, 3, 82-93. 

 
Feng, B., & MacGeorge, E. L. (2010). The influences of message and source 

factors on advice outcomes. Communication Research, 37, 553–575. 
 
Brown, J., Broderick, A. J., & Lee, N. (2007). Word of mouth communication 

within online communities: Conceptualizing the online social network. 
Journal of Interactive Marketing, 21(3), 1-20. 

 
Chaffee, S.H., & Metzger, M.J. (2001). The end of mass communication? Mass 

Communication & Society, 4(4), 365–379.  
 
Chang, S., & Gibson, H. (2011). Physically active leisure and tourism connection: 

Leisure involvement and choice of tourism activities among paddlers. 
Leisure Sciences, 33, 162-181. 

 
Chang, Y-C., & Tan, W-K. (2011). Credibility assessment model of travel 

information sources: An exploratory study on travel blogs. In R. Law, M. 
Fuchs, and F. Ricci (Eds.), Information and communication technologies in 
tourism 2011 (pp. 471-483). New York: SpringerWein. 

 
Charters, S., & Ali-Knight, J. (2002). Who is the wine tourist? Tourism 

Management, 23(3), 311–319. 
 
Cheung, C. M. K., & Thadani, D.R. (June, 2010). The effectiveness of electronic 

word-of-mouth communication: A literature analysis electronic word-of-
mouth communication. Communication. 23rd Bled eConference-eTrust: 
Implications for the Individual, Enterprises and Society, (pp. 329-345). 
Bled, Slovenia. 

 

http://www.springerlink.com/content/978-3-211-77279-9/
http://www.springerlink.com/content/978-3-211-77279-9/


64 

Cheung, M. Y., Luo, C., Sia, C. L., & Chen, H. (2009). Credibility of electronic 
word‐of‐mouth: Informational and normative determinants of on‐line 
consumer recommendations. International Journal of Electronic 
Commerce, 13(4), 9‐38. 

 
Chesney, T. & Su, D. K.S., (2010). The impact of anonymity on weblog 

credibility. International Journal of Human-Computer Studies, 68(10), 710-
718. 

 
Choi, C. H. S., Murray, I., & Kwan, K. (2011). Activity-based segmentation of 

Canadian domestic pleasure travelers to New Brunswick. International 
Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Administration, 12(3), 202-224. 

 
Choi, S. M., & Rifon, N. J. (2002). Antecedents and consequences of web 

advertising credibility: A study of consumer response to banner ads. 
Journal of Interactive Advertising, 3(1), 12-24. 

  
Cox, C., Burgess, S., Sellitto, C., & Buultjens, J. (2009). The role of user-

generated content in tourists’ travel planning behaviour. Journal of 
Hospitality Marketing & Management, 18(8), 743-764. 

 
Connors, L., Mudambi, S.M.; Schuff, D.; (2011). Is it the review or the reviewer? 

A multi-method approach to determine the antecedents of online review 
helpfulness. Proceedings from System Sciences. Kauai, HI. 

 
Cozby, P. (1973). Self-disclosure: A literature review. Psychological Bulletin, 79, 

73-91. 
 
Dellarocas, C. (2003). The digitization of word of mouth: Promise and challenges 

of online feedback mechanisms. Journal of Management Science, 49(10), 
1407-1424 

 
Dickinger, A. (2011). The trustworthiness of online channels for experience-and 

goal-directed search tasks. Journal of Travel Research, 50(4), 378–391. 
 
Dickinger, A., & Stangl, B. (in press). Website performance and behavioral 

consequences: A formative measurement approach. Journal of Business 
Research. 

 
Eagles, P.F. (1992). The travel motivations of Canadian ecotourists. Journal of 

Travel Research, 31(2), 3-7. 
 



65 

Eastin, M.S. (2001). Credibility assessments of online health information: The 
effects of source expertise and knowledge of content. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication, 6(4). 

 
Elderman, D. C. (2010). The digital age: you're spending your money in all the 

wrong places. Harvard Business Review, 88(12), 62-69. 
 
Flanagin, A. J. & Metzger, M.J. (2008). The credibility of volunteered geographic 

information. GeoJournal, 72, 137-148. 
 
Flanagin, A. J., Metzger, M. J., Pure, R., & Markov, A. (2011). User-generated 

ratings and the evaluation of credibility and product quality in ecommerce 
transactions. Proceedings of the 44th Hawaii International Conference on 
System Sciences. Hawaii, HI.  

 
Forman, C., Ghose, A., & Wiesenfeld, B. (2008). Examining the relationship 

between reviews and sales: The role of reviewer identity disclosure in 
electronic markets. Information Systems Research, 19(3), 291-313. 

 
Gilly, M.C., Graham, J.L., Wolfinbarger, M.F., & Yale, L.J. (1998). A dyadic study 

of interpersonal information search. Journal of the Academy of Marketing 
Science, 26(2), 83-100. 

 
Greer, J. D. (2003). Evaluating the credibility of online information: A test of 

source and advertising influence. Mass Communication & Society, 6, 11–
28. 

 
Gretzel, U., Yoo, K. H., & Purifoy, M. (2007). Online travel review study: Role and 

impact of online travel reviews. Retrieved from 
http://list.rpts.tamu.edu/research/Online%20travel%20reviews%20study.p
df 

 
Hair, J. F., Anderson, R. E., Tatham, R. L., & Black, W. C. (1998), Multivariate 

data analysis (5th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
 
Hassanein, K., & Head, M. (2007). Manipulating social presence through the web 

interface and its impact on attitude towards online shopping. International 
Journal of Human Computer Studies, 65(8), 689–708. 

 
Hovland, C.I., (1948). Social communication. Proceedings of the American 

Philosophical Society, 92(5), 371-375. 
 
Hovland, C. I., & Weiss, J. (1951). The influence of source credibility on 

communication effectiveness. Public Opinion Quarterly, 15, 635-650. 



66 

 
Kabassi, K. (2010). Personalizing recommendations for tourists. Telematics and 

Informatics, 27(1), 51-66. 
 
Kim, N., & Chalip, L. (2004). Why travel to the FIFA World Cup? Effects of 

motives background, interest, and constraints. Tourism Management, 
25(6), 695–707. 

Kelman, H. C. (1961). Processes of opinion change. Public Opinion Quarterly, 
25, 57–78. 

 
Kerstetter, D., & Cho, M. H. (2004). Prior knowledge, credibility and information 

search. Annals of Tourism Research, 31(4), 961-985. 
 

Lee, H. A., Law, R., & Murphy, J. (2011). Helpful reviewers in Tripadvisor, an 
online travel community. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing, 28(7), 
675-688. 

 
Lee, J., Park, D.-H., & Han, I. (2008). The effect of negative online consumer 

reviews on product attitude: An information processing view. Electronic 
Commerce. Research and Applications, 7(3), 341. 

 
Maxwell, S. E. (2000). Sample size and multiple regression analysis. 

Psychological Methods, 5, 434–458. 
 
McKnight, D.H., & Kacmar, C. (2006). Factors of information credibility for an 

internet advice site. Proceedings of the 38th Hawaii International 
Conference on System Sciences, Village Island. 

 
Metzger, M.J., & Flanagin, A. J. (2011). Using web 2.0 technologies to enhance 

evidence-based medical Information. Journal of Health Communication, 
16(1), 45-58. 

 
Metzger, M. J., Flanagin, A. J., Eyal, K., Lemus, D., & McCann, R. (2003). 

Credibility for the 21st century: Integrating perspectives on source, 
message, and media credibility in the contemporary media environment. 
Communication Yearbook, 27, 293-335. 

 
Metzger, M. J., Flanagin, A. J., & Medders, R. B. (2010). Social and heuristic 

approaches to credibility evaluation online. Journal of Communication, 
60(3), 413-439. 

 
Milano, R., Baggio, R., & Piatrelli, R. (2011). The effects of online social media 

on tourism websites. In R. Law,M. Fuchs, & F. Ricci (Eds.), Proceedings 
of the International Conference. Innsbruck, Austria.  



67 

 
Mudambi, S. M., & Schuff, D. (2010). What makes a helpful online review? A 

study of customer reviews on amazon.com. MIS Quarterly, 34(1), 185-
200. 

 
Nah, F.F.-H., & Davis, S. (2002), HCI Internet research issues in e-commerce. 

Journal of Electronic Commerce Research, 3(3), 98-112. 
Olson. J.S., & Olson, G.M. (2000). i2i trust in e-commerce. Communications of 

the ACM, 43(12), 41-44. 
 
O'Keefe, D. A. (1990). Persuasion: Theory and research. Newbury Park, CA: 

Sage. 
 
Parra-Lopez, E., Bulchand-Gidumal, J., Gutierrez-Tano, D., & Diaz-Armas, R. 

(2011). Intentions to use social media in organizing and taking vacation 
trips. Computers in Human Behavior, 27, 640–654. 

 
Park, C., & Lee, T. M. (2009). Information direction, website reputation and 

eWOM effect: A moderating role of product type. Journal of Business 
Research, 62(1), 6. 

 
Pearce, L., & Kang, M. H. (2009). The effects of prior and recent experience on 

continuing interest in tourist settings. Annuals of Tourism Research, 36(2), 
172-90. 

 
Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1984). Source factors and the elaboration 

likelihood model of  persuasion. Advances in Consumer Research, 11, 
668–672. 

 
Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1996). Attitudes and persuasion: Classic and 

contemporary approaches. Boulder, CO: Westview. 
 
Resnick, P., Zeckhauser, R., Friedman, E., & Kuwabara, K. (2000). Reputation 

systems. Communications of the ACM, 43, 45-48. 
 
Ridings, C. M., & Gefen, D. (2004). Virtual community attraction: Why people 

hang out online. Journal of Computer Mediated Communication, 10(1), 
http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol10/issue1/ridings_gefen.html. 

 
Rieh, S.Y., & Danielson, D.R. (2008). Credibility: A multidisciplinary framework. 

Annual Review of Information Science and Technology, 41, 307-364. 
 



68 

Rifon, N.J., Choi, S.M., Trimble, C.S., & Li,H. (2004). Congruence effects in 
Sponsorship: The mediating role of sponsor credibility and consumer 
attributions of sponsor motives. Journal of Advertising, 33(1), 29–42. 

 
Renninger, K. A. (2000). Individual interest and its implications for understanding 

intrinsic motivation. In C. Sansone & J. M. Harackiewicz (Eds.), Intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation: The search for optimal motivation and 
performance (pp. 375-404). San Francisco: Academic Press. 

 
Rogers, E., & D. K. Bhowmik. (1970). Homophily-heterophily: Relational 

concepts for communication research. Public Opinion Quarterly, 34(4). 
523-538. 

 
Rogers, E. (1983). The diffusion of innovation. New York: Free Press. 
 
Self, C.S. (1996). Credibility. In M. Salwen & D. Stacks (Eds.), An integrated 

approach to communication theory and research. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 
 
Smith, D., Menon, S., & Sivakumar, K. (2005). Online peer and editorial 

recommendations, trust, and choice in virtual markets, Journal of 
Interactive Marketing, 19(3), 15-37. 

 
Sundar, S. S. (2008). The main model: A heuristic approach to understanding 

technology effects on credibility. In M. J. Metzger & A. J. Flanagin (Eds.), 
Digital media, youth, and credibility (pp. 72-100). Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press. 

 
Sung, H. Y., Morrison, A. M., & O’Leary, J. T. (2001). Segmenting the adventure 

travel market by activities: American industry providers’ perspective. 
Journal Travel and Tourism Marketing, 9(4), 1–20.  

 
Tanis, M., & Postmes, T. (2003). Social cues and impression formation in CMC. 

Journal of Communication, 53(4), 676–693. 
 
Tanis, M., & Postmes, T. (2005). A social identity approach to trust: Interpersonal 

perception, group membership and trusting behaviour. European Journal 
of Social Psychology, 35, 413–424. 

 
Tobias, S. (1994). Interest, prior knowledge, and learning. Review of Educational 

Research, 64, (1), 37-54. 
 
Tormala, Z. L., Brin˜ol, P., & Petty, R. E. (2006). When credibility attacks: The 

reverse impact of source credibility on persuasion. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 42, 684–691. 



69 

 
Trauer, B. (2006). Conceptualizing special interest tourism-frameworks for 

analysis. Tourism Management, 27(2), 183-200. 
 
Qu, H., & Lee, H., (2011). Travelers’ social identification and membership 

behaviors in online travel community. Tourism Management, 32(6), 1262-
1270. 

 
U.S. Travel Association (2010). Travelers’ use of social media 2011 edition. 

Retrieved from http://www.ustravel.org/ 
 
Wheeless, L. R. (1978). A follow-up study of the relationships among trust, 

disclosure, and interpersonal solidarity. Human Communication Research, 
4(2), 143–157. 

 
Wathen, C. N., & Burkell, J. (2002). Believe it or not: Factors influencing 

credibility on the Web. Journal of the American Society for Information 
Science and Technology, 53(2), 134–144. 

 
Werthner, H. & Klein, S. (1999). ICT and the changing landscape of global 

tourism distribution, EM–Electronic Markets, 9(4), 256–62. 
 
Wiener, J. L., & Mowen, J. C. (1986). Source credibility: On the independent 

effects of trust and expertise. Advances in consumer research, 13, 306-
310. 

 
Wight, P. A. (1996). North American ecotourism markets: Motivations, 

preferences, and destinations. Journal of Travel Research, 35(1), 3-10. 
 
Xia, L., Bechwati, N.N. (2008). Word of mouse: the role of cognitive 

personalization in online consumer reviews. Journal of Interactive 
Advertising, 9(1), 108–128. 

 
Xiang, Z., & Gretzel, U. (2010). Role of social media in online travel information 

search. Tourism Management, 31(2), 179-188. 
 
Xie, H., Miao, L., Kuo, P-J., & Lee, B-Y. (2011). Consumers’ responses to 

ambivalent online hotel reviews: The role of perceived source credibility 
and pre-decisional disposition. International Journal of Hospitality 
Management, 30(1), 178-183. 

 
Ye, Q., Law, R., & Gu, B. (2009). The impact of online user reviews on hotel 

room sales. International Journal of Hospitality Management, 28(1), 180-
182. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02615177


70 

 
Yoo, K.H., & Gretzel, U. (2011). Creating more credible and persuasive 

recommender systems: The influence of source characteristics on 
recommender systems evaluations. In F. Ricci, L. Rokach, B. Shapira, & 
P. B. Kantor (Eds.), Recommender systems handbook: A complete guide 
for research scientists and practitioners (pp. 455–477). New York, NY: 
Springer. 

 
Yoo, K.H., Lee, Y., Gretzel, U., & Fesenmaier, D. R. (2009). Trust in travel-

related consumer generated media. In W. Höpken, U. Gretzel, & R. Law 
(Eds.), Information and communication technologies in tourism (pp. 49-
59). Wien: Springer. 

 
Zhang, Z., Ye, Q., Law, R., & Li, Y. (2010).  The impact of e-word-of-mouth on 

the online popularity of restaurants: A comparison of consumer reviews 
and editor reviews. International Journal of Hospitality Management. 
29(4), 694-700. 

 
Ziegler, C. & Golbeck, J. (2007). Investigating interactions of trust and interest 

similarity. Decision Support Systems. 43(2), 460-475. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02784319

	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	LIST OF TABLES
	LIST OF FIGURES
	CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
	1.1 Purpose Statement
	1.2 Significance of the Study

	CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW
	2.1 Effects of Personal Profile Information (PPI)
	2.2 Source Credibility
	2.2.1 The Primary Dimensions of Source Credibility
	2.2.2 Source Credibility in the Web Environment
	2.2.3 Persuasive Effects of Credible Source

	2.3 Congruence in the Context of Credibility
	2.4. Criteria for Credibility Assessment of Travel Reviewers

	CHAPTER 3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
	3.1 Selection of Study Variables
	3.1.1 Travel Interest
	3.1.2 Geographical Location

	3.2 Hypotheses

	CHAPTER 4. METHODOLOGY
	4.1 Research Design
	4.1.1 Reviewer’s Personal Profile Information (PPI)
	4.1.2 Review Characteristics

	4.2 Procedure
	4.3 Measurement
	4.4 Data Analysis

	CHAPTER 5. FINDINGS
	5.1 Personal Profile-Review Congruent Effects
	5.2 Travel Interest-Review Congruence Effects
	5.3 Location-Review Congruence Effects

	CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION
	CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATION
	APPENDIX: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE
	REFERENCES

