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Abstract 

Hong Kong residents tend to spend their holidays by traveling overseas; hence, they reserve hotels online. 
Moreover, low-cost carriers have become popular and common, thereby resulting in an increase in the number of 
individual travelers. Accordingly, the online hotel industry can no longer ignore the potential segment of 
individual travelers. In addition, word of mouth (WOM) is significant in the decision-making process because of 
the development of Web 2.0. and Travel 3.0. Furthermore, previous studies were analyzed and only a few focus 
on the individual traveler perspectives on purchasing hotel reservations online. However, individual travelers 
have different culture and values compared with the public; the former has its own lifestyle, consumer behavior, 
and ego. Therefore, the investigation of individual travelers when purchasing hotel reservations online is a 
valuable research topic. Under all situations, WOM has become one of the crucial factors upon which individual 
travelers base their travel planning and decision. This study used the interpretivist approach to investigate the 
respondents’ experiences and views for exploring and understanding individual traveler’s perception. The current 
study adopted qualitative research toward the effects of WOM communication on purchasing hotel reservations 
online. To investigate the topic, in-depth interviews were conducted on 15 respondents who are individual 
travelers and travel alone. The interviews followed a semi-structured format using open-ended questions. 
Descriptive research was designed to gather the findings. In addition, this study provided the effects of WOM 
communication on purchasing hotel reservations online from the perspective of an individual traveler. New 
findings, effects of WOM from an individual traveler’s perspective, and recommendations are provided, thereby 
providing significant guidance to industrial practitioners to improve and formulate marketing strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

Online purchasing has witnessed a remarkable leap forward (Chiu et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2006; Luo et al., 2012) 
with confirmation sales increasing by over 19% annually (Internet Retailer, 2011); the most significant is a 
distribution channel for the service organization (Chiu et al., 2014). Goldman Sachs (2011) explained that 
worldwide online retail sales had reached approximately USD1 trillion by the end of 2010. Many economic 
studies have predicted that online shopping will increase by an average of over 45% annually (Forrester 
Research, 2011). 

Consumer reviews can be a good indication for word of mouth (WOM) and can influence consumers’ purchase 
decisions (Zhu, 2010). Online review platforms provide guidelines and references for potential consumers before 
they engage in any consumption (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Hu et al., 2009; Liu, 2006). Breaking out of the 
limited geographic boundaries and time span of conventional WOM, online WOM can measure all consumers’ 
comments and score the tourism product via the e-platform. 

Consumers seek information to increase their product awareness and reduce the risk of purchase; however, they 
may need other intrinsic and extrinsic cues as well. This study will focus on online travel products, particularly 
hotel product purchases online. We attempted to analyze on effects of online WOM on room price and comment 
on how they affect the confirmation choice of the consumer. We opted for individual travelers in Hong Kong as a 
single case study. 
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The tourism outbound business in Hong Kong, in which local people tend to travel during their holiday, is 
steadily increasing. Statistics from the Hong Kong Tourism Board showed that Hong Kong resident departures 
involved 89 million people in 2015. A 5.4% increase occurred from 2014 to 2015 from the 84.5 million 
departures in 2014 (HKTB, 2016). Local consumers spend 70% (14 days) of their annual leave to travel overseas. 
Many individual travelers tended to spend their holidays on travel overseas instead of group tours. The number 
of online travel sales rapidly increased because of the constant emergence of new technologies. The online travel 
sales of Hong Kong residents were HKD 12.6 billion and HKD 14.8 billion in 2014 and 2015, respectively. 
Travel sales increased by 25% from 2014 to 2015 (Euromonitor, 2015). Online hotel booking was convenient for 
travelers, although risk was still present compared with face-to-face purchasing in travel agencies. 

2. Problem Statement 

Statistics from the Hong Kong Consumer Council (2016) indicated that the overall consumers’ complaints 
decreased by 12%, but a 41% increase in travel complaints occurred (to 2,642 cases) from 2014 to 2015. The 
complaints are related to booking hotels (155 cases) and from the online platform about unclear advertising or 
the equipment of the hotel being different from the online description (i.e., 140 cases) (Hong Kong Consumer 
Council, 2016). Complaint data are among the crucial elements present that we need to consider; online hotel 
reservations result in increased complains. If these complains are not considered, then negative WOM will result, 
thereby hurting the business.  

Consumer search for relevant information to their plans to reduce risk; this approach has become an 
indispensable step in a traveler’s decision-making process (Guillet & Law, 2011). In addition, a Hotel Price 
Index (HPI) report from hotels.com (2014) indicated that Hong Kong travelers are price sensitive and the lowest 
spending populations on hotels in the region. WOM communications tended to play a significant role for the 
Hong Kong travelers’ decision-making process. Therefore, many individual travelers intend to view the online 
comments and room price before they make any confirmation to reduce their risks. Many consumers believe that 
all the information about hotel products and online comments by fellow customers can provide persuasiveness of 
online product reviews (Litvin et al., 2008). Many consumers tend to rely on information about the hotel 
products and services that have been provided by fellow customers (Senecal & Nantel, 2004), thereby indicating 
the power and persuasiveness of online product reviews (Litvin et al., 2008). Kardon (2007) explained that 
customers rely more on peer reviews than on information that is provided by business entities because peer 
customers are considerably independent and trustworthy (Wilson & Sherrell, 1993). The most significant 
elements are reviews by consumers and those by professional editors (Chen & Xie, 2008). Online information 
may include hotel information and reluctant their comments from their customers to the public (Lee et al., 2008). 

Online reviews have become crucial resources for travelers to evaluate product quality, services, price ranges, 
and consumption experiences (Dickinger, 2011; Ye et al., 2011). Accordingly, many hospitality firms are 
maximizing online reviews as a new tool to attract information searchers and, ultimately, brokers (Dickinger, 
2011). Additional information in the hotel website had been regarded as a powerful channel to directly market 
hotels’ environmental initiatives to customers (Chan, 2013; Hsieh, 2012). 

Previous scholars analyzed the consumers who evaluate online reviews (Ye et al., 2009). Many discussed the 
factors that influence travelers’ adoption of information from online reviews, whereas others analyze the causal 
relationship between online review and traveler’s intentions and behaviors (Filieri & Mcleay, 2013; Bilgihan & 
Bujisic, 2014). Ye et al. (2011) studied the effects of user-generated reviews on online sales. The results show 
that a 10% increase in travel reviews ratings would increase online booking by over 5%. These studies mainly 
focus on online reviews, thereby influencing travelers’ attitudes toward tourism products, as well as their 
traveling intentions or behaviors (Lee et al., 2008; Ye et al., 2009). Additional content has indicated the consumer 
review and understanding of how individual aspects influence consumers’ decision-making. However, only a few 
studies have discussed how WOM influences the confirmation of their online hotel reservation confirmation.  

To fill in the aforementioned research gap, the present study aims to gain a substantially comprehensive 
understanding of the effects of online review attributes and source features of individual travelers booking 
confirmations in Hong Kong. Therefore, this research has the following objectives: 

1) To analyze the attitude of individual travelers toward online WOM; 

2) To evaluate the influences on confirming online hotel reservations for individual travelers,  

3) To identify the effects of WOM communications on purchase intention, and  

4) To recommend improvements to WOM marketing for hotel marketers. 

 



ijms.ccsenet.org International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 9, No. 3; 2017 

78 
 

3. Literature Review  

3.1 Online WOM  

WOM communication has served as a significant source of effects on consumer behavior (Suhubert & Ginsburg, 
2000). Many consumer reviews online are believed to be substantially credible sources (West & Broniarczyk, 
1998). Consumers often refer to reviews prior to making purchases, particularly when the products and services 
are uncertain (Chen et al., 2004). Many studies have focused on the positive effect of WOM on their product 
sales experience (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006). Consumers may take other consumers’ WOM into their 
decision-making process when they perceive that the information is true and believable.  

WOM in the form of consumer reviews includes two major key metrics, namely, volume of reviewers and 
valence of reviews (Mahaan et al., 1984; Neelamegham & Chintagnta, 1999; Liu, 2006). The volume of WOM 
refers to the extent of communication among consumers. It is regarded as an indicator of the intensity of WOM 
that plays a dominant role in driving revenues (Duan et al., 2008). Chen (2004) argued that the volume of 
consumer reviews reflect the momentum of the product. Additional argument may trigger consumer interests and 
increase awareness. Many consumers believe that numerous reviews may enhance objectivity and be trusted 
considerably by potential consumers. 

The valence of WOM refers to rating the values of the products, thereby reflecting the overall quality of product 
performance based on a variety of preferences (Duan et al., 2008). Given that consumers take WOM as a 
relatively credible source of information, the valence of WOM has a strong effect on consumer judgement (Ba & 
Pavlou, 2002). Previous studies (Liu, 2006; Duan et al., 2008) revealed that although WOM information offers 
significant explanatory power for box office revenue, such power is mainly generated by the volume of WOM 
rather that the valence, thereby emphasizing the significance of the awareness effect of WOM. 

Ye et al. (2008) introduced the number of reviews posted each month as proxy of monthly hotel sales. 
Accordingly, consumers may search the related product attributes online, and room price will be the main 
concern before they make any purchase decisions.  

3.2 Outcomes from WOM  

WOM influenced consumer perception of the product and service perception as a result of the effect of consumer 
comments, judgment, and ratings on the product due to the likelihood of purchase (Peterson, 1989; Martilla, 
1971). The positive effect of WOM may reduce the risk during the evaluation of the consumer purchase cycle 
(Woodside & Delozier, 1976). Many consumers often believe that WOM can reduce considerable risks (i.e., 
functional, time, financial, psychological, and social risks) (Roselius, 1971; Settle & Alreck, 1989). Risk is 
divided into two major types, namely, financial and psychological risks.  

Services are often intangible, and most consumers purchase services online. Thus, a pre-purchase trial is 
impossible (Berry, 1980; Zeithaml, 1981; Zeithaml et al., 1985). The reason is the nature of the service with 
special elements, including intangibility, perishability, and inseparability. Accordingly, inseparability leads to 
high-risk perceptions in the service contexts. Therefore, WOM is likely to be considerably significant in the 
service industry.  

Bickart & Schindler (2001) suggested that electronic WOM (eWoM), such as online forums, generate more 
empathy, credibility, and relevance than does information generated by the organization itself (e.g., hotel 
webpages or travel agency websites). However, previous studies have identified the outcomes of WOM but 
seldom discussed the WOM related to successful confirmation of the reservation. Therefore, the current study 
intends to fill in this research gap. 

3.3 Degree on Influence of WOM on Such Outcomes 

Arndt (1967) explained that several factors influence WOM, including the characteristics of the sender and 
receiver, as well as their interrelationship. These factors represent the context within which interpersonal and 
non-interpersonal factors, as well as the message characteristics, interact.  

The characteristics of the sender and the receiver and their interrelationship: The two major motivations to the 
acceptance of WOM are perceived interest of the provider in the receiver and expertise of the giver (Dichter, 
1996). This issue underlies the significance of the credibility of the messenger. Wangenheim & Bayon (2004) 
identified the importance of senders’ WOM on a receiver. The aforementioned study investigated WOM receipt 
when it has been actively sought, rather than in regular conversation, when WOM occurs serendipitously. Hence, 
this study (Fitzgerald Bone, 1995) supported the effect of source expertise and opinion leadership on the 
effectiveness of WOM. However, the effect of receiver expertise on the effect of WOM on outcome, which was 
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users were selected as purposive sampling. The sample size was considered sufficient to reach information 
saturation (Webber & Huxley, 2007). The interviewees had an experience via online reservations in the websites 
of the hotels or travel agencies. They may have individual travel experiences at least twice in a year and confirm 
accommodation reservations via websites. 

The interviews took 45 mins to 1 hour. The scripts were completely translated from Chinese to English. The 
interview questions were offered in English and traditional Chinese via a back-translation method. The questions 
(based on the study objectives) were open-ended. The interview questions are as follows:  

1) How do you perceive online WOM in relation to hotel reservation? 

2) Do you think that online comments are trustworthy? 

3) Do you think that such comments will lead to your purchase intention? 

4) What makes you confirm the booking online after you read the comments? 

5) Can you recommend to the market how to gain an increase in positive WOM in the online platform, thereby 
confirming the reservation from individual travelers? 

The interviews were conducted in few restaurants.Content analysis was used in the research. The data were 
summarized and organized following the themes generated by the documentary review. The summaries of the 
interviews were also prepared to emphasize the main concepts that emerged, as well as to set the context for the 
quotes to be selected and used as examples in the research report. Data analysis and coding were conducted in 
several stages. The generated codes were categorized and displayed in themed charts. Domain analysis was used 
to describe and analyze each theme separately. The coding results at different levels were compared to explore 
differences in opinions and suggestions. The findings at different levels were synthesized thereafter, and the 
coding results at different levels were compared to explore differences in opinions and suggestions. The resulting 
explanations and discussions were compared with the results of previous research. In the present study, in-depth 
interviews and various secondary data sources (i.e., company websites, journals, and industry reports) were used. 
The secondary data sources used in this study included articles from universities, government, and 
nongovernmental organizations; reports obtained from company websites; online information; and promotional 
materials. The in-depth interviews provided an extensive, first-hand data source; and the secondary materials 
allowed the researcher to retest the contributions of the respondents. The primary and secondary data and the 
supporting literature provided a comprehensive, longitudinal, and highly reliable information source that others 
could easily recheck. 

5. Results 

Table 1 shows the detailed profiles of the respondents. Of the 15 respondents, half were male (47%) and half 
were female (53%). A total of 60% of the respondents were aged between 19 and 24. A total of 53.5% of the 
respondents’ education levels were certificate, diploma, or higher diploma. Most of the respondents’ income was 
between HKD$14,001.00 and HKD$ 20,000.00 (40%). 

The data collected in this study that comprised primary data (i.e., in-depth interviews), secondary data (i.e., 
academic journals, Euromonitor’s report, and business reports). 

 

Table 1. Interviewees’ profiles 

Characteristic  Frequency Pecentage 

Gender  Male  7 47% 
Female  8 53% 

Age 19-24 9 60% 
25-34 5 33% 
34-45 1 7% 

Educational level  Certificate ,Diploma  
Higher Diploma 

8 53% 

Degree 7 47% 

Income level  $8000.00 under 1 7% 
$8001.00-14000.00 4 27% 
$14,001.00-20,000.00 6 40% 
$20,001.00-or above  3 20% 
No applicatable 1 6% 
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5.1 Attitude of Individual Travelers towards Online Word of Mouth 

5.1.1 Opinion toward Online WOM in Relation to Hotel Reservations 

The respondents believed that online WOM in relation to hotel reservation is highly convenient. Convenience 
was a significant point of a hotel reservation’s success. Interviewees thought that online WOM was extremely 
significant and could be a reference in hotel reservation even if the comment may be dubious. The online WOM 
in relation to hotel reservations showed the complete information more than did the official website. The 
respondents tended to believe comments that were written by guests. Online WOM was most necessary in their 
hotel reservation procecss. Most of the respondents thought that online WOM was trustworthy. 

5.1.2 Reasons for Individual Travelers to have Opinions toward Online WOM in Relation to Hotel Reservations 

Overall, positive feelings were more numerous than negative feelings. Accordingly, the respondents claimed that 
hotel information is extremely significant in long-distance booking. They were concerned about the real 
environment, guests’ satisfaction, and experience. The most frequent reasons were “the comment reflects reality 
more than the official information.” They thought the hotel only provided the best information to the consumer. 
Therefore, they believed online WOM more than the information provided by hotels or agents. The comment 
should be impersonal and included negative information.  

5.2 Influence of Online Word of Mouth Communications on Purchase Intention 

A total of 13 respondents felt positive feelings more than negative feelings. Online WOM communication led 
most of the respondent’s purchase intention. Many respondents agreed that online WOM communications affect 
their purchase intention. Consequently, the respondents created a hotel choice list that is filtered and ranked by 
the comments. 

5.2.1 Reasons for Online WOM Affect Individual Travelers’ Purchase Intentions 

The “positive” respondents were praised for the power of positive WOM. Most respondents believed that online 
WOM communications and they are affected by positive WOM. Only a segment of the respondents indicated 
that negative WOM affected their first impression of the hotel, although they will also seek additional 
information to confirm. If the positive WOM is more than the negative WOM, then they believed that the hotel is 
good. This result showed that positive WOM is often more powerful than negative WOM. Nearly 80% of 
positive travel-related WOM were deemed credible. They sought multiple sources to filter fake comments. The 
result also showed the celebrity effect on purchase intention. Individual travelers thought that celebrity 
comments on-line are more credible than those from ordinary people. 

5.3 Influences on Confirming Online Hotel Reservation for Individual Travelers 

5.3.1 Factors that Influence Confirming Online Hotel Reservations for Individual Travelers 

After reading online comments, the factor influence on confirming online hotel reservations for individual 
travelers include real environment, convenient location, guest’s satisfaction, cost, safety, and privacy. An 
individual’s perception is relevant when making their choice. Individual travelers are concerned about their 
resources and ability over the best quality. 

5.3.2 Reason for the Factors that Influence Confirming Online Hotel Reservation for Individual Travelers 

The respondents claimed that these factors can influence the confirmation of online hotel reservations. The most 
frequent reason was “photographs,” which is a factor that could reduce the risk and doubt for their travel. They 
cannot imagine the real situation of the hotel, and the comment could enable them to have a mental image. 
Ideally, this situation will not have a considerable deviation when they arrive the hotel. The second most frequent 
reason was “cost effectiveness.” They wanted to pay less and get more, thereby facilitating the reduction of the 
time and monetary costs of their travel. Privacy and safety were the other important factors for individual 
travelers to confirm the booking 

5.4 Provide Recommendations for Hotel Marketers to Avoid Negative Reviews and Improve WOM Marketing 

5.4.1 Recommendations 

Most of the respondents provided recommendations about diversification. They required that comments be 
unbiased, and should include not only the good comments of the hotel. They believed that comments are 
substantially believable and credible if they contain ideas on shortage. Marketers should analyze and respond to 
online comments regularly. Determining the problems of the hotel have is significant, as well as developing 
solutions to address them. Many respondents proposed that comments must include photos taken by guests, 
thereby reflecting that individual travelers are concerned with the real environment. They believed that the 
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official photographs are fake. In addition, certain respondents suggested to invite loyal customers to write the 
online reviews. Loyal customers should be pleased by the hotel if they return, thereby helping avoid negative 
reviews. 

6. TPB Model Effect of WOM Impact  

6.1 Attitude toward Booking Hotel  

The answers to the research questions reflected that many individual travelers indicated their positive attitude 
toward online WOM in relation to hotel reservations. The attitude comprised making a booking and checking the 
comment through such a platform. 

6.2 Subjective Norms 

Peer influences produced by spouses, family, colleagues, and friends are difficult to categorize. Online WOM 
was the external influence that was produced by social media, information from unrelated persons, and expert 
information. The results of these questions showed that WOM profoundly affected the purchase intention for 
individual travelers. They were willing to believe WOM, particularly in travel categories. 

6.3 Perceived Behavioral Control 

The answers reflected that perceived behavioral control also affect final decisions. Individual travelers are 
concerned about their resources and ability. They were willing to choose the cost-effective hotel over the 
high-quality and enjoyable hotel for their individual trips. Individual travelers cared about a private and safe 
environment. Under the conditions of their resources and ability, the recipient’s perceived behavioral control was 
affected in that they were also concerned about the cost of travel. 

7. Significant New Findings  

Distinct from previous studies, results in the current study determined additional findings. At present, WOM 
becoming considerably important affects purchase intention and is significant in the decision-making stage. 
WOM became an impulse to push them to confirm the booking in many options. By contrast, a few individual 
travelers become egocentric; they are not affected by other factors or people if they travel alone. In this case, the 
attitude of the TPB model and perceived behavioral control become considerably important. In addition, they 
preferred diversification comments that have higher credibility. The comment should include positive and 
negative perspectives to prove that they are unbiased, under the condition that positive WOM is more prevalent 
than negative WOM. Although the power of positive WOM is important, a small amount negative WOM that 
does not affect the purchase intention can help the hotel stand out amongst many competitors. 

 

Table 2. Household income as a factor that affects purchase intention 

Household income as a factor that affects purchase intention 

High household income  Low household income  
Accentuated enjoyment  Budget spending  
Concern hotel facilities  Price sensitive  

 

Overall, our findings determined that a significant positive household income effect is significant to purchase 
intention. The demand for quality hotels may continue to expand as household income increases. The 
respondents with a substantially high household income were willing to spend. They were concerned about what 
the hotel can provide more than they were about the price. The influence of hotel facilities was more than that of 
the price; the former accentuated enjoyment. By contrast, the demand for cost effective hotel products may 
continue to expand as household income decreases. The respondents with a lower household income were 
concerned about the price more than with their needs. They were concerned about which hotel can fulfill their 
basic needs for a cheaper price. They were traveling on a budget. This finding contradicted a conventional belief 
that every consumer will turn to the cheap price choice when reserving hotels online. 

7.1 Conclusion 

This study focused on analyzing the influence from the WOM effect to confirm online hotel reservations from 
the perspective of individual travelers. The result of the interviews indicated that Hong Kong individual travelers 
prefer cost effective hotels. Furthermore, a few of them thought that the positive WOM of hotel is considerably 
significant. In addition, most of them were concerned with the real situation of the environment and facilities. 
Furthermore, several individuals preferred that the hotel provide private and safe environments for their travel if 
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they travel alone. In addition, individual travelers need visual appeal and positive comments to help them to 
confirm the online bookings. Their resources and ability affected their choice. Thus, improvement was needed to 
gain an increase the positive WOM on online platforms as a result can confirm the reservations from individual 
travelers. 

7.2 Implications for Marketers 

The result of the findings proved that WOM become increasingly important in Web 2.0 for both positive and 
negative WOM. WOM affects purchase intention and the decision-making stage. Therefore, a few implications 
are noted for marketers to improve the WOM marketing of their hotel, thereby increasing online purchase. Three 
implications were suggested for marketers: 

This study determined that household income affects the purchase intention. Therefore, marketers should provide 
additional options on their website. The addition service or facilities should be offered if they pay more or select 
the deluxe room. It could fulfill their needs and wants for every level of household income. 

The results indicated that visuals could be an impulse and stimuli to increase their demand and purchase. Thus, 
marketers could build up a page on their website that provides visual stimulation such as a virtual tour to their 
audience. Marketers should consider a virtual reality video, 360, and panorama photo as attractions on their 
official website. These practices helped to increase demand, as well as allow users to imagine the real situation 
and confirm the booking. 

The current study result also showed the celebrity effect on purchase intention. Individual travelers thought that 
celebrity comments are more credible than those from ordinary people. Marketers could invite travel bloggers 
who are well-known to write comments for their hotel. 

The findings of this research offered important implications for hotel marketing managers. Online word of 
mouth played an important role in increasing online purchases, thereby establishing a good image of the hotel. 
Tourism managers needed to clearly comprehend their target and segmentation. Based on the target consumer 
needs and want to create a suitable strategy. 

7.3 Implications for Academicians 

Consumers can easily gain information on hotels worldwide. Their experience affected other traveler’s intentions 
and decisions (Ward & Ostrom, 2003). Researchers who are conscious of this new phenomenon should 
understand consumer behavior by the new findings and knowledge (Laroche, 2010). In the current study, the 
influence of online WOM on the decision-making process of a hotel were attempted to be explained. The TPB 
model provided a basic concept to explain the decision-making process of purchasing hotel reservations online. 
The current study determined subjectively that the new factor of the TPB model was excluded. In addition, this 
study was the first that attempted to identify different household income of the different browsers from a 
different order. The high household income would be based on their need instead of the price. Therefore, future 
research is needed to compare the different buying behaviors between household incomes. 

7.4 Limitations and Future Study 

This study has three limitations. The main limitation is restrictions because the interview sample size was small. 
In addition, our study was only limited to the individual travelers in Hong Kong; hence, results may be different 
in other countries. Any discussion and analysis must be under the frame of these restraints; thus, findings may 
not be sufficiently representative for all travelers. Future studies can benefit from a cross-sectional analysis of 
different types of hotel and the purpose of consumer travel. Although this study has limitations, it seems to find 
interesting results with obvious practical implications. 
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