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Using Facebook for travel decision-making: An international study of antecedents

Abstract

Purpose: This study investigates antecedents of using non-travel-specific social media
(specifically Facebook) for travel decision-making before a leisure trip.
Design/methodology/approach: Based on an online survey of 426 young travel consumers from
Italy and Sweden, this work applies structural equation modeling and multi-group analysis.
Findings: The study finds support for most of the conventional TAM-related constructs: perceived
usefulness, perceived enjoyment, and intention, while ease of use is not found relevant in this
context.

Research limitations/implications: Results shed light on the antecedents of using non-travel-
specific social media in two countries. Future research might focus on validating the factors
identified and add others that might shape usage in the selected countries. Future studies could
further investigate possible differences arising from culture, country of origin and age. The analysis
can also be extended to other countries.

Practical implications: The analysis might help managers in the hospitality and tourism sector by
providing an understanding of the cognitive factors which determine travelers’ decision to use
Facebook for trip planning. Thus, managers should get to know these factors in their effort to
influence social media in hospitality and tourism settings.

Originality/value: The findings offer interesting perspectives on the applicability of conventional
models to the context of non-travel-specific social media platforms. The exploration of cross-

cultural differences also adds to the extant body of knowledge.

Keywords: Social media; Facebook; Young travelers; Technology Acceptance Model; Enjoyment
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1. Introduction

Social media (SM) have radically changed the way people interact with companies and brands,
share their ideas and opinions and review products and services. This is particularly true in
hospitality and tourism where SM have been increasingly adopted by companies and destinations
to effectively engage with their potential guests and visitors. SM allow Internet users to shape
virtual travel communities, enabling tourists to obtain and share information, cultivate connections,
share their opinions and reviews, develop relationships (Wang et al., 2002) and potentially make

travel-related decisions (Ayeh et al., 2013b).

Undoubtedly, one of the most important SM platforms in the 21% century is Facebook. Currently,
it is the most popular social medium worldwide, with over 2.23 billion monthly active users as of
June 30, 2018 (Facebook, 2018). While Facebook is recognized as a general social network site
(Kuchler, 2016), its growing importance in the domain of travel and tourism cannot be
overemphasized. Many scholars have underscored the utility of Facebook for sharing travel-related
media (travel photos, videos, experiences, etc.) during and after travel (e.g., Kim and Fesenmaier,
2017). More recently, some researchers have observed its increasing role in supporting travel
planning or decision making at the pre-trip stage (Jadhav et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2012). Scholars
recognize the role of Facebook in hospitality and tourism marketing (e.g., Ben-Shaul and Reichel,
2018; Lo and Fang, 2018; Mariani et al., 2016; Su et al., 2015) and in tourism-related decision
making (e.g., Lee et al., 2012). Recent initiatives by Facebook — such as embedding in the instant
messaging platform a new service allowing for booking flights and accommodation (Kuchler,
2016) and developing trip planning products such as “Trip consideration” — further accentuates the
growing significance of this platform for travel planning. Moreover, travel specific platforms such
as Skyscanner and online travel agencies (OTAS) such as Expedia are increasingly accessed via
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Facebook and Facebook Messenger, and their apps are frequently downloaded through Facebook.
Many travel companies are increasingly investing in non-travel-specific social media to allow their
customers to purchase via those social networks: for instance, KLM’s (Royal Dutch Airline)
Facebook followers can book, change or cancel a flight by sending over details through social

media platforms.

Clearly, non-travel-specific social media are paying increasing attention to emerging trends in their
users’ behaviors in terms of travel-related decisions (i.e., decisions related to tourism destinations,
accommodation, and transportation). Hospitality and tourism companies are significantly investing
in Facebook advertising to increase their appeal to consumers and potential buyers (Su et al., 2015).
What seems to have escaped research attention, however, are the possible cognitive and affective
mechanisms driving travelers’ usage for the particular purpose of trip planning, given the general
nature of these platforms. In other words, there is a lack of empirical evidence and understanding
of the factors influencing the use of general non-travel-specific SM (Facebook, Twitter, etc.) for
travel decision making before a leisure trip. A few scholars have explored the determinants of
consumer-generated media (CGM) usage for travel planning. However, these studies
predominantly focused on travel-specific platforms like TripAdvisor, C-Trip and other travel
review sites (e.g., Ayeh et al., 2013b, 2016; Filieri, 2016). Yet, as a general social network site,
Facebook is very distinct from travel-specific CGM platforms like TripAdvisor and third-party
commercial websites like Booking.com, Expedia.com, and Hotels.com. Besides, extant literature
on the technology stream of research demonstrates that determinants of use often differ in
concomitant to the context, task and type of technology being studied (Lee et al., 2012; Moon and
Kim, 2001). This implies that the cognitive and affective mechanisms determining usage of general

social media platforms like Facebook for holiday planning may be very different from what we
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already know about travel-specific platforms like TripAdvisor and third-party commercial websites
and OTAs like Booking.com and Expedia.com. To address this gap, this study investigates the
antecedents of using non-travel-specific social media (namely Facebook) for travel decision
making. We situate our analysis in an international context encompassing two countries: Italy and

Sweden.

The paper is structured as follows. Next section reviews previous research and illustrates the
research model with an emphasis on the proposed hypotheses. After that, the methodology is
described. The ensuing section reports and discusses the research findings. The last section draws
the conclusions, elucidates the managerial implications of the study, and identifies limitations as

well as avenues for future research.

2. Literature and hypothesis development

Social media are playing a crucial role within the travel and tourism industry as witnessed by the
plethora of industry reports that have been constantly issued over the last five years (see for instance
comScore, 2018a, 2018b; Google, 2014; PhocusWright, 2014). The increasing importance of SM
in travel has triggered a deep interest by the wide community of eTourism researchers who have
identified ‘Travel 2.0’ as one of the most noticeable “mega trends” affecting the tourism system
(Leung et al., 2013). Recent research has investigated the relevance of SM for hotels (Kim et al.,
2015b; Kim and Park, 2017; Mauri and Minazzi, 2013; tom Dieck et al., 2017), restaurants (Kim
et al., 2015a), attractions (Dickinger et al., 2017) and destinations (Hays et al., 2012; Mariani et
al., 2016, 2018) to effectively engage with their potential customers and guests. SM generate
benefits related to not only the possibility of collecting information and reviews from peers before

a trip (e.g., Litvin et al., 2008), but also to sharing information during and after a trip and
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maintaining relationships within a SM community (Perez-Vega et al., 2018; Qu and Lee, 2011).

Despite the increasing body of research on SM within the eTourism literature (e.g., Xiang and
Gretzel, 2010), the drivers of SM use for the objective of travel planning have been rarely tackled.
In this study, we leverage the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1986), along with motivation
theory to understand the antecedents of travelers’ intention to use non travel specific SM for travel
decision making. Since social media do not only symbolize technology (Web 2.0) but also content
(information), and given the study’s focus on its use as an information source for travel decision
making, we employ elements of the credibility theory to address the information adoption
perspective. While utilizing several components of the model by Ayeh et al. (2013b) to develop a
more joined-up body of knowledge for studies adopting structural equation modeling approaches,
our study is innovative as it is to our knowledge the first to investigate the factors affecting SM
users’ intentions to use a non-travel-specific social medium for travel-related decisions before a
leisure trip. Using an American sample, Ayeh et al.’s (2013b) study examined travelers’ conative
response to using CGM from travel-specific platforms (i.e., TripAdvisor). In contrast, our study
employs two European samples (Italian and Swedish) to investigate the intention to use a general
(non-travel-specific) SM platform (Facebook) for travel decision-making. Thus, this study further
provides an international perspective in the area of online travel-related behavior, which so far has

been largely studied in countries such as the US and China (Amaro and Duarte, 2013).

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)
The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), which is more parsimonious and easily adaptable to
different settings than its later extensions, is considered as the most established theory to explain

individuals’ acceptance and use of information systems (Bagozzi, 2007). The model assumes that
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an individual’s perception of the ease of use and usefulness of a technological system determines
his/her attitude and behavioral intention toward the use of that system. Ease of use is also
considered to positively influence usefulness (Davis, 1986). Furthermore, “Attitude toward using”,
defined as “the degree of evaluative affect that an individual associates with using the target

system” (Davis, 1986, p. 25), is expected to have a directly positive relation to behavioral intention.

The TAM was originally developed to explain use of information systems in organizational settings
(Davis, 1986), but has been applied in a number of different contexts to analyze the adoption of
new technologies and to explain and forecast technology users’ behaviors (Ayeh, 2015; Morosan,
2012). One of the major shortcomings of research founded on the TAM is that findings are tightly
linked to the specific task under analysis (Moon and Kim, 2001). Hence, by extending previous
research, TAM is applied in this study to investigate the use of non-travel-specific SM for travel

decision making.

In the context of this study, perceived usefulness describes travelers’ expectations that using non-
travel-specific SM will enhance their travel planning. This antecedent has been identified as a basic
driver of technology deployment in travel and tourism settings (Ayeh et al., 2013b; Huh et al.,
2009; Morosan, 2012). As usefulness relates to specific objectives or tasks, the system might lose
its usefulness when it is taken out of the original context (Lee et al., 2012; Xiao and Smith, 2007).
Our focus here is on prospective travelers looking for travel information, and in this context the
usefulness of non-travel-specific SM is related to the extent to which the particular social medium
helps consumers in their travel planning and decision making. As a consequence, we hypothesize
perceived usefulness to influence travelers’ attitude and intention to use non-travel-specific SM for

travel planning. The usefulness-attitude relationship is supported by a number of studies in other
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contexts (Agag and El-Masry, 2016; Huh et al., 2009; Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006). Moreover,
several studies have measured a direct relationship between usefulness and intention (e.g., Ayeh,
2015; Ayeh et al., 2013b; Besbes et al., 2016; Huh et al., 2009). In view of this, the following
hypotheses are proposed:

H1la: Perceived usefulness of content from a non-travel-specific SM platform positively

influences attitude towards its use for trip planning.

H1b: Perceived usefulness of content from a non-travel-specific SM platform positively

influences the behavioral intention to use it for trip planning.

The influence of ease of use in the context of the TAM has been validated in previous research in
travel and tourism (e.g., Ayeh et al., 2013b; Casalo et al., 2010; Huh et al., 2009; Morosan, 2012).
The theory postulates that a system will be considered as more useful if it is easy to use. Many
previous studies provide strong support for this relationship between ease of use and usefulness
(e.g., Ayeh, 2015; Ayeh et al., 2013b; Morosan, 2012). At the same time, Venkatesh and Davis
(2000) note that, compared to perceived usefulness, ease of use has exhibited a less consistent effect
on behavioral intention across studies. For instance, Kim (2016) found a non-significant relation
between ease of use and intention to use hotel tablet apps. In the context of this study, perceived
ease of use is related to the extent to which a person believes that using the SM platform will not
be burdensome and will require minimal efforts. Social media are generally believed to enhance
convenience in information search and travel planning. We therefore hypothesize that individual
travelers’ evaluation of the amount of effort required when using the SM platform will influence
their attitudes as well as their perception of usefulness.

H2a: Perceived ease of using a non-travel-specific SM platform positively influences

attitude towards its use for trip planning.
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H2b: Perceived ease of using a non-travel-specific SM platform positively influences its
perceived usefulness for trip planning.
H2c: Perceived ease of using a non-travel-specific SM platform positively influences the

behavioral intention to use it for trip planning.

In this study’s case, the attitude construct is presumed to be related to using non-travel-specific SM
for travel planning. The relationship between attitude toward a given object or behavior and
behavioral intention has been significantly explored in consumer behavior models (e.g., Ajzen,
1991; Shim et al., 2001) and hereafter has been well documented in the mainstream literature of
information systems and general marketing (Pavlou and Fygenson, 2006; Venkatesh et al., 2003)
as well as that of travel and tourism (Ayeh et al., 2016; Huh et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2012; Morosan,
2012). Therefore, we hypothesize:

H3a: Attitude towards using a non-travel-specific SM platform positively influences the

behavioral intention to use it for trip planning.

Motivation theory

Motivation theory is another theoretical lens that is often deployed in psychology and marketing
studies (Brown et al., 2015; Ryan and Deci, 2001; Venkatesh, 2000). It has been applied in the
form of a motivational model by Davis et al. (1992) postulating that Internet users’ behaviors differ
depending on whether their motivation is intrinsic or extrinsic. Intrinsically motivated behavior
refers to doing an activity for its own sake (e.g., because it is interesting, engaging, or satisfying),
whereas extrinsic motivation concerns the drive to carry out a certain behavior because of dictates
of others, or with the purpose of realizing reward or recognition (Lee et al., 2005). Perceived

usefulness is an example of extrinsic motivation. Hence, while extrinsic motivation comes from a
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fairly rational calculation of benefits (Lee et al., 2005), the nature of intrinsic motivation is more

hedonic.

To capture the intrinsic motivation in relation to IT use, the construct of perceived enjoyment has
been added to the original TAM as one of the predicting variables for different types of behavioral
intentions (Kang and Schuett, 2013; Lee et al., 2005). In some research contexts, the construct has
been found to be a weaker predictor of behavioral intentions than perceived usefulness and ease of
use (e.g., Mathieson et al., 2001), but it seems that perceived enjoyment may have a stronger effect
when it comes to usage of more hedonic systems (van der Heijden, 2004) such as social media
(Amaro et al., 2016). In the travel and tourism context, prospective travelers in search for
information might be more interested in browsing other travelers’ social media content such as
photographs, videos, and comments (intrinsic motivation), rather than in the outcome of the

information search process per se (extrinsic motivation) (Castafieda et al., 2007).

Previous research has found that perceived enjoyment affects travelers’ perceived ease of use,
attitudes and behavioral intention to use CGM for travel planning (Ayeh et al., 2013b). Recently,
a significant link between enjoyment and perceived usefulness of CGM has also been added (Ayeh
et al., 2016). These studies analyzed consumers’ perceptions and intentions in relation to a travel-
related website; i.e., TripAdvisor. In our empirical setting (i.e., Facebook), the impact of the
aforementioned construct might be even more relevant, considering that perceived enjoyment may
have a stronger effect when it comes to usage of more hedonic systems such as social media (Amaro
et al., 2016; van der Heijden, 2004). Consequently, we put forward the following hypotheses:
H4a: Perceived enjoyment positively influences perceived ease of using a non-travel-

specific SM platform for trip planning.
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H4b: Perceived enjoyment positively influences attitude towards using content from a non-
travel-specific SM platform for trip planning.

H4c: Perceived enjoyment positively influences the behavioral intention to use content
from a non-travel-specific SM platform for trip planning.

H4d: Perceived enjoyment positively influences perceived usefulness of content from a

non-travel-specific SM platform for trip planning.

Credibility theory and trustworthiness

In communication and information science, the credibility theory poses that credibility is a
multifaceted and complex concept (Wathen and Burkell, 2002) resulting from the interaction of
source characteristics (e.g., trustworthiness, expertise), message characteristics, the media, and
receiver characteristics. Nonetheless, the most widely used source-related components are
trustworthiness and expertise (Wathen and Burkell, 2002). Yet researchers recognize that judging
expertise in online contexts is problematic, particularly in the current Web 2.0 environment where
anyone could post content online (Burgess et al., 2011; Park et al., 2014). Accordingly, previous
research has often found the influence of source expertise to be weak, insignificant or irrelevant in
CGM contexts (e.g., Ayeh, 2015; Ayeh et al., 2013a). Hence, we omit the expertise dimension in
our model. In online settings, trustworthiness is regarded as a key aspect leading to acceptance
(Dickinger, 2011). Source trustworthiness is viewed as the consumer’s perception that a source of

communication is dependable, sincere, honest, and reliable (Ohanian, 1990).

According to Dickinger (2011), user-generated content in the form of TripAdvisor reviews is
perceived as highly trustworthy, while editorial content providers (e.g., tourist boards) are regarded

as more informative. Similarly, Ip et al. (2012) note that consumers tend to trust information from
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CGM more than information from service providers. This may sound counter-intuitive, considering
the difficulty to assess the quality of this information. Research in eWOM has investigated the role
of source trustworthiness in consumer decisions and received mixed results (Filieri, 2016). While
a few studies found that source trustworthiness may not directly influence intentions to use
information online in certain contexts (Ayeh et al., 2016; Cheung et al., 2008), others have
concluded that source trustworthiness affects intentions to book travel online (Besbes et al., 2016),

as well as utilitarian and social functions (benefits) of online communities (Reichelt et al., 2014).

While a thorough understanding of how consumers assess source trustworthiness in online
environments is yet to be reached (Filieri, 2016), it appears that consumers tend to regard
information from their peers (in this case, SM users) as trustworthy (Litvin et al., 2008; Mauri and
Minazzi, 2013). Moreover, a significant amount of empirical evidence suggest that perceived
trustworthiness has the potential to influence intention and attitude (Besbes et al., 2016).
Consequently, we expect that prospective travelers’ perception of the trustworthiness of non-travel-
specific SM sources will have a positive effect on their attitudes toward the use of social media for
travel planning as well as their perception of the usefulness of the content.

H5a: Perceived trustworthiness positively influences perceived usefulness of content from

a non-travel-specific SM platform for trip planning.

H5b: Perceived trustworthiness positively influences attitude towards using content from a

non-travel-specific SM platform for trip planning.

H5c: Perceived trustworthiness positively influences the behavioral intention to use content

from a non-travel-specific SM platform for trip planning.
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Hypothesized model

Overall, travelers’ perceptions of usefulness, ease of use, enjoyment, and trustworthiness are
hypothesized to affect their attitude and behavioral intention to use non-travel-specific SM for
travel planning (Fig. 1). Behavioral intention is understood as a person’s subjective probability that
he or she will exhibit a given behavior (Ajzen, 1991). This construct represents the individual
traveler’s subjective probability to use content from non-travel-specific SM platform for trip
planning.

[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]

3. Research methodology

3.1 Instrument design

This work adopts a quantitative approach in line with previous research on usage intention (e.g.,
Ayeh et al., 2016; Venkatesh et al., 2003). A survey instrument was developed on the basis of
established measures of constructs from tourism, marketing, and information systems literature.
More specifically, the TAM-related measures; i.e., perceived usefulness (five items), perceived
ease of use (five items), attitude (five items), and intention to use (four items), as well as enjoyment
(five items), were adapted from studies conducted by Ayeh et al. (2013b), which drew the measures
from earlier studies on TAM (Davis, 1989; Davis et al., 1989; Davis et al., 1992; Venkatesh et al.,
2003) and established their validity and reliability. Trustworthiness was measured with four items
adapted from Ohanian (1990). Seven-point semantic differential scales were used in measuring the
attitude and trustworthiness constructs. The items of the remaining constructs were measured with
seven-point Likert-type scales, with anchors ranging from “not likely at all” (1) to “very likely” (7)
for intention to use, and from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7) for the other three

constructs. For descriptive purposes, we also included the variables travel experience (three items,
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adapted from Teichmann, 2011), Facebook use frequency (adapted from Findahl and Davidsson,

2015), and number of Facebook friends (Dunbar, 2016).

An item screening test was carried out with an expert panel of seven scholars, who rated the
appropriateness of the items in each scale and suggested alternatives where applicable. The
questionnaire was then translated by the researchers to Italian and Swedish, and these versions were

checked by colleagues who are also native speakers in the respective language.

3.2 Data collection and sampling

The population of this study consists of people belonging to the Millennial generation; i.e. those
born from the late 1970s to the early 2000s, who have grown up in an increasingly digitally
connected world. Recent statistics show that the age groups between 18 and 34 constitute more
than half (57%) of Facebook users worldwide (Statista, 2018). An online survey, built on the web
platform Qualtrics, was deployed to collect data. Online surveys have been employed successfully
in the recent hospitality and tourism literature (Hung and Law, 2011), and have the benefit of
minimizing social desirability bias. A screening question was asked at the beginning of the
questionnaire: “Do you have an active Facebook account?” The survey was introduced by
clarifying the purpose of the study and participants were instructed to think about “Facebook
content” as content related to leisure travels posted by their Facebook friends or at tourism
companies or destinations’ official Facebook pages. Sponsored and promoted posts as well as
advertising were excluded. Participants could not access the online questionnaire until they had

read the introduction carefully.

In order to reach people representing the target population, a purposive sampling approach was
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used. Respondents were partially selected from a research company’s online database and partially
from mailing lists of university students in Italy and Sweden. These two countries were chosen
because: 1) they display different though high levels of Facebook penetration: 50.2 and 62.5
percent respectively in Italy and Sweden (internetworldstats.com, 2017); 2) they differ in terms of
cultural dimensions, especially in relation to masculinity, uncertainty avoidance and indulgence
(Hofstede-Insights, 2018; Hofstede et al., 2010); 3) Italy is the 8™ largest outbound market in the
world, while Sweden displays smaller absolute numbers in terms of outbound travelers. The
questionnaire was also shared virally on Facebook, in line with the recommendation of Zeng and
Gerritsen (2014). In total, 467 people responded to the survey but 41 were screened out as they

were non-users of Facebook; resulting in a final sample size of 426.

3.3 Data analysis

To estimate our theoretical model and test our hypotheses we applied structural equation modeling
(SEM) with maximum likelihood estimation, by using the software SPSS Amos 23. Similar to the
majority of studies employing structural equation models, we do not aim to capture strictly causal
relationships; rather, the aim is to observe functional relationships and plausible influences among
constructs (cf. Bagozzi and Yi, 2012). Though structural equation modeling generally requires
larger samples than multiple regression, models can perform well even with samples as small as
100, provided that there are five or fewer constructs, data are normally distributed, item
communalities are high, measures are reliable, and there are at least three items per construct (Hair
etal., 2010; lacobucci, 2010). Our model has six constructs and meets the other criteria put forward
by Hair et al. (2010). Thus, the sample size of 426 is considered more than adequate to perform the

desired analyses.
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3.4 Measurement validation

First, we checked all variables for normality and missing data. The assessment of normality showed
that the distribution was fairly normal for all variables. Kurtosis values were well within
recommended levels (Hair et al., 2007); however, three of the five perceived ease of use items
(PEOU 1, 3, and 5) were negatively skewed at levels slightly below -1. The ratio between mean
and standard deviation was above 4 for two of these variables, suggesting that a transformation
would not result in a noticeable effect (Hair et al., 2010). Considering this, together with the fairly
large sample size which decreases the impact of non-normality on results (Hair et al., 2010), and
the controversy surrounding transformation of data (Pallant, 2013), we decided to keep these
variables in the analysis without transformation. There were few missing values, but since SEM
estimation requires complete data to obtain certain output (e.g., modification indices), we used the
Expectation—Maximization method to replace all missing values in the quantitative variables.
According to Hair et al. (2010), this approach introduces the least amount of bias into structural

equation models.

As part of the validation, we ran linear regressions in order to check multicollinearity between the
constructs by examining the variance inflation factor (VIF) and tolerance values of all variables in
the model. A VIF exceeding 10 and a corresponding tolerance of less than .10 would indicate that
the variable to a large extent is predicted by other independent variables and the degree of
multicollinearity is too high (Hair et al., 2010). No variables were close to these thresholds; the

highest VIF was 2.26.

Next, we ran a confirmatory factor analysis in Amos to evaluate and refine the scales (Gerbing and

Anderson, 1988). Based on assessments of model fit indices, factor loadings, standardized
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residuals, and modification indices, three items were dropped (ENJ5, PEOUZ2, and PEOU4). In all
three instances, dropping the item resulted in an increase, or only slight decrease, of Cronbach’s
alpha. The final measurement model had a ¥?/df of 2.088 (p<.001), CFI =.971, and RMSEA = .051
at p = .426, suggesting good fit between the model and data. Discriminant and convergent validity
among constructs was assessed by examining whether (1) all standardized factor loadings were
significant and higher than .50; (2) the squared correlations between each pair of constructs were
less than the square root of the average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct; and (3) the
average variance extracted for each construct was higher than .50 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Hair
et al., 2010). These criteria were met with the exception of perceived usefulness — intention to use,
which were very strongly correlated (see Table 1). Testing the model with all usefulness and
intention items as indicators of the same construct resulted in worse fit (x?/df = 2.511, CFI = .960,
and RMSEA = .060 at p =.003), suggesting that the constructs were closely related but separate

(cf. Hair et al., 2010). All items and their factor loadings are included in the Appendix.

Table 1 shows the Cronbach alphas and AVEs of all constructs, together with the squared
correlations between constructs:

[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

4. Findings

4.1 Sample characteristics

In the total sample, 47 percent were between 16 and 24 years old; the remaining 53 percent were
26-40 years. Women were slightly over-represented, making up 57 percent of the sample. Due to
the sampling method, more than half of the respondents (54.6%) were students, while 32.2 percent

were working. Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of respondents.
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[INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]
Respondents in both countries had very similar levels of Facebook use frequency and self-assessed
travel experience, but the two samples differed significantly in terms of gender, age, occupation,
and number of Facebook friends. The Italian respondents indicated that they, on average, had 401-
500 Facebook friends, while the mean (and median) in the Swedish sample corresponded to the
category 201-300 friends. We also found that the number of friends correlates negatively with age
(r=-.202, p<.001). When comparing this variable between the age groups 16-24 and 25-40, the
mean in the younger group was 4.91; i.e. close to the category 301-400 friends, while the mean in
the older group was 4.11 (t=4.315, p<0.001). These findings suggest that younger users have larger
online networks, which corresponds to Dunbar’s (2016) results. This could also explain the
difference between the two samples with regard to number of Facebook friends, since the Italian

sample was overall younger.

To address possible influences of the identified differences between the two samples as well as
cross-cultural influences, we ran a number of multigroup analyses of the model, which are

described further on in the paper.

4.2 Structural model and hypothesis testing

To test the hypotheses, we estimated the path model in Amos with maximum likelihood estimation,
using the full sample (n=426). Model fit was satisfactory with y2/df =2.133 (p<.001), CFl = .970,
and RMSEA = .052. The relationships for H2c, H3a, H4c, and H5c were non-significant, while all
other relationships were significant as hypothesized, with one important exception. Perceived ease
of use had a significant but negative relation to perceived usefulness (H2b); probably because of

the skewness of the observed variables in this construct (mean 5.76, standard deviation 1.28, and
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skewness -1.1.). That is, as Millennial consumers take the ease of using SM for granted, the
variance is rather low and ease of use is not necessarily related to other constructs in a way that
would be expected in older age groups. We therefore decided to remove PEOU from the model

and run it again.

Fit measures indicate that the revised model fits the sample data well: y2/df = 2.253 (p<.001), CFI
=.972, and RMSEA = .054. Even though %2 is significant at the 5% level, this could be attributed
to the large sample size (Hair et al., 2010); thus, the level of fit is regarded to be satisfactory overall.
Figure 2 below shows the standardized path estimates and squared multiple correlations
(corresponding to R?) of the revised model.

[INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]

Results show that the model could explain 24.5 percent of the variance in perceived usefulness,
59.0 percent of the variance in attitude, and 83.6 percent of the variance in intention to use
Facebook for travel planning. Therefore, the proposed revised model (which excludes ease of use)
can be assumed to sufficiently reflect travelers’ intention to use content from a non-travel-specific
social media platform for trip planning. Essentially, perceived usefulness, enjoyment and
trustworthiness drive attitudes in this context while perceived usefulness represents the prime

determinant of intention.

Hypotheses 1a and 1b, which assume direct positive relationships between perceived usefulness of
content from non-travel-specific SM platforms and travelers’ attitude (Beta=.571, t=17.747,
p<0.01) and intentions (Beta=0.897, t=19.063, p<0.01) were verified. Perceived ease of use was

dropped from the model for the reasons explained before; thus, H2a-c and H4a were not tested.
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Perceived enjoyment was found to be positively related to attitude (Beta=0.145, t=4.567, p<0.01)
and usefulness (Beta=0.434, t=11.505, p<0.01) while it displayed no significant relationship with
intention. In contrast to social psychology theory on human behavior, attitude has a positive
relationship with intention but not statistically significant in the overall sample. Thus, we found
only partial support for the traditional TAM model. This supports previous observation by some
scholars that TAM applies differently to varying contexts (Ayeh et al., 2013b; Moon and Kim,
2001). Hence, the distinct context of this study and the peculiarity of the EOU variable (as
previously highlighted) may explain this finding. Perceived usefulness is the most influential factor
for both attitude and intention. Lastly, perceived trustworthiness had a statistically positive
relationship with usefulness (Beta=0.117, t=3.259, p<0.01) and attitude (Beta=0.231, t=7.950,
p<0.01) while its relationship with intention was non-significant. Table 3 summarizes the results
of the hypothesis tests.

[INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]

To further investigate the relationships that were not supported (i.e., the paths from trustworthiness,
enjoyment, and attitude to intention to use), we tested for mediation effects. A precondition for
mediation is that the relationship between the independent and the dependent variable is significant
in the absence of the mediator, but decreases when the mediator is added (Baron and Kenny, 1986).
When excluding perceived usefulness, the relationship between enjoyment and intention became
significant at p<0.05 (Beta=0.140, t=1.841), while the path from trustworthiness to intention
remained unchanged. We therefore ran the Sobel test (Sobel, 1982) to check whether attitude in
fact worked as a mediator between enjoyment and intention. However, with a test statistic of 0.411
and one-tailed p=0.340, this mediation effect could not be verified.

4.3 Multigroup analysis
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In order to test for possible differences between the Italian and the Swedish sub-sample, we
performed a multigroup analysis in Amos. Each estimated path was constrained to be equal in both
groups (i.e., with one degree of freedom). A significant difference in Chi-square between the
unconstrained and the constrained model indicates that the strength of the path coefficient in fact
differs between the two country samples (Hair et al., 2010). Results of the multigroup analysis are
displayed in Table 4. Significant differences between groups are marked with bold text.

[INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE]

As Table 4 indicates, eight out of the nine estimated relationships did not differ significantly
between the two country sub-samples. Still, it could be noted that though the effects on most of the
variables were very similar in both groups, the path relationship between enjoyment and attitude
was significant in the Swedish sample but not in the Italian sample. Given that Swedish culture
scores substantially higher in Indulgence (78) compared to Italian culture (30), it is not surprising
that enjoyment seems more influential in the Swedish sample. Conversely, the influence of
trustworthiness on perceived usefulness was salient in the Italian group but non-significant in the
Swedish group. Comparing the two cultures (Hofstede-Insights, 2018; Hofstede et al., 2010),
Italians tend to avoid uncertainties and are thus less willing to take risks, in contrast to their Swedish
counterparts. Therefore, source trustworthiness may play a more integral role in their judgement of
the utility of travel content from Facebook. Nonetheless, since these observed differences could

not be confirmed statistically, the findings warrant further research into these relationships.

Notwithstanding, there was a significant difference in the model between the two countries with
regard to the effect of attitude on intention to use. While this relationship was non-significant in

the total sample as well as in the Italian sub-sample, the multigroup analysis showed that it was
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positive and significant in the Swedish group, and thus offered support for hypothesis 3 (H3a). The
Sobel test confirmed that attitude worked as a mediator between usefulness and intention (test

statistic = 1.820, one-tailed p<0.05), but not for trustworthiness or enjoyment.

To assess whether this difference could be explained by any of the respondent characteristics other
than country, we tested the path between attitude and intention, using the variables that differed
between the samples. That is, we ran the multigroup analysis comparing respondents based on age,
gender, occupation (students vs. non-students), and number of Facebook friends. For the latter
variable, we used median split to identify groups with “low” vs. “high” number of Facebook
friends, respectively (cf. Kim et al., 2014). Results of the tests are summarized in Table 5 and
indicate that none of these variables caused a significant change in Chi-square. That is, we cannot
explain the difference in strength and significance of the relationship between attitude and intention
with any other variable than country. We might then conjecture that cultural differences (Hofstede
et al., 2010) could play a crucial role in the relationship between attitude and intention to use.
Though both cultures are generally individualistic, Italy and Sweden differ significantly along three
dimensions: masculinity, uncertainty avoidance and indulgence. In the case of uncertainty
avoidance, Italy’s score is much higher than that of Sweden (75 for Italians vs. 29 for Swedes).
This might imply that Italians tend to take less risk than Swedes and thus would rely more on
cognitive judgment and less on emotions (attitude) than Swedes when making decisions on high-
risk products like travel. Moreover, societies that score high in masculinity (Italy: 70; Sweden: 5)
tend to be driven more by competition, achievement and success and are therefore more dependent

on cognitive beliefs than on emotions in decision making.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

5.1 Conclusions

This work set out to address a gap in extant literature regarding the use of general social media
sources for trip planning. More specifically, we analyzed the extent to which prior findings on the
antecedents of CGM usage for trip planning “could be generalized to non-travel-specific CGM
platforms” (Ayeh et al., 2013b, p. 141) by leveraging a revised version of the TAM encompassing

novel factors.

The comparison of our results with previous TAM research related to other settings and to the
travel and tourism setting reveals interesting findings. The study found support for most of the
conventional TAM-related constructs: perceived usefulness, perceived enjoyment, and intention.
Nonetheless, ease of use appeared to be irrelevant in this context. Consistent with extant research
(Kim, 2016; Mathieson et al., 2001; Venkatesh, 2000), perceived usefulness is found to be the most
influential factor for attitude and behavioral intention. Accordingly, young travelers might use non-
travel-specific SM for travel planning if they realize that doing so is useful. Interestingly,

enjoyment is a weaker predictor of such a utilitarian goal.

These findings seem to be in contrast with previous studies in certain CGM contexts. For instance,
in the case of TripAdvisor, Ayeh et al. (2013b) found that ease of use and enjoyment were most
influential as predictors of travel planning intentions. Unlike TripAdvisor, Facebook’s primary
purpose is social networking and not travel planning. Thus, the perceived usefulness for travel
planning represents a more critical criterion for the decision to use it for travel planning. While
previous studies found intrinsic motivation for using social media (enjoyment, representing

hedonic value) to be more influential than extrinsic motivation (usefulness, representing utilitarian
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value) in determining travelers’ intention, our results indicate that extrinsic motivation is what
matters most in the context of non-travel-specific SM. Alternatively, the discrepancy might be
reconciled with recent cross-country research (Ayeh et al., 2016) emphasizing that cultural
differences matter and that perceived usefulness is a more important predictor of the attitudes and
intentions of travelers from individualistic cultures (USA) than those in collectivist cultures
(Singapore). This could be why usefulness is more relevant in the Western context of this study.
Our findings are also in contrast with earlier studies underpinned by the motivation theory
regarding the role of perceived enjoyment in hedonic systems and systems used in leisure
environments (e.g., van der Heijden, 2004). There can be several reasons why ease of use seems
less influential in this context compared to that of previous research (Ayeh et al., 2013b; Castaneda
et al., 2009). First, most Facebook users find that it is easy to use; thus, the variance of the construct
is low. Second, we focused on young consumers (Millennials), for whom ease of use is not
necessarily related to other constructs in a way that would be expected in older age groups. Third,
though ease-of-use is an important antecedent of adoption, earlier scholars assert that it is less
critical at the post-adoption stage (Adams et al., 1992) and thus loses its importance with increasing
use experience (Ayeh et al., 2016). It should also be noted that the influence of ease of use on
intention has been considerably less clear-cut in some recent studies — e.g., Kim (2016) (non-

significant) and Ayeh et al. (2016) (mixed support).

Our results also found mixed support for traditional TAM-related studies with regard to the
relevance of the attitude construct. Attitude seems to mediate the effect of perceived usefulness on
intention in the Swedish sample but not in the Italian sample. This reignites the age-old debate in
TAM research about the validity of the attitude construct (Castaneda et al., 2009; Davis, 1989;

Davis et al., 1989; Davis et al., 1992; Kim et al., 2008; Venkatesh et al., 2003) and yet challenges
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research that ignores this construct in non-work situations (e.g., van der Heijden, 2004). The
negligible role of attitude on intention in our study could be attributed to the focus on the utilitarian
use of Facebook for travel decision making. Travel is a high-risk product (Lin et al., 2009) and
Facebook is primarily used for social networking (not travel planning); hence, users are more likely
to exercise their cognitive judgement about the usefulness of the content when using it to make
travel decisions than to simply rely on their feelings towards the platform. In other words, travelers
may have positive attitude towards Facebook without necessarily intending to use for travel
planning. This rationale is corroborated by the strong direct association between perceived

usefulness and intention.

The results further reveal that source trustworthiness has a significant direct influence on
consumers’ attitudes and judgment of content usefulness but not on intention. Prior research also
underscores the significance of source credibility in determining users’ disposition towards
content/information systems (e.g., Ayeh, 2015; Jin et al., 2009; Li, 2013). Accordingly, our study
finds that respondents held favorable attitudes toward Facebook content when they believed the

source to be trustworthy.

5.2 Theoretical implications

While extending the scope of CGM adoption research to non-travel-specific SM in travel decision
making contexts, this study corroborates the important role of several antecedents in the decision
to use general SM platforms for travel planning. To some extent, this study de-emphasizes the
relevance of intrinsic motivational factors such as perceived enjoyment and ease of use for travel
planning that have been found relevant in research focusing on travel-specific social media such as

TripAdvisor (e.g., Ayeh et al., 2013b). It seems instead to concur with the latest findings that

25



Facebook users (especially those involved in Facebook tourism and hospitality brand pages) do not
only consider the platform as a means of creating and cultivating social relations but as a source to

satisfy functional needs (Ben-Shaul and Reichel, 2018).

In parallel, it confirms that these predictors have weaker effects also in travel-related settings when
it comes to non-travel-specific SM usage for travel decisions. Mirroring the polemics of TAM
research, the findings seem to support the idea that the attitude construct is appropriate in some
(and not all) contexts. Indeed, the results show that only one of the three cognitive factors studied
(usefulness) has a direct effect on intention in the overall sample, however attitude is influential on
intention in the Swedish subsample and serves as a key mediating variable. This finding could be
the consequence of cultural differences between Swedish and Italian respondents. More
specifically, Italy and Sweden differ significantly along three dimensions according to the Hofstede
framework of cultural differences (Hofstede et al., 2010). Thus, findings call for research to explore

the latent implications of uncertainty avoidance, masculinity and indulgence.

5.3 Practical implications

Several managerial implications stem from our study. First, the model might help managers in
hospitality and tourism understand how travelers assess non-travel-specific SM websites such as
Facebook. More specifically, the analysis conducted provides an understanding of the cognitive
factors which determine travelers’ decision to use non-travel-specific SM for trip planning. Thus,
managers should get to know these factors in their effort to influence social media in hospitality
and tourism settings and increase the appeal of their hotels (Su et al.,, 2015), shared
accommodations (Liu and Mattila, 2017), restaurants, (Kim et al., 2015a) and destinations (Mariani

etal., 2016, 2018). Second, SM content should emphasize the utilitarian value for holiday planning
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(extrinsic motivation) rather than the hedonic value and ease of use (intrinsic motivation), as the
latter two are already inherent in general SM platforms. This seems to provide a more nuanced
appreciation of the findings of recent studies (e.g., Su et al., 2015) emphasizing that Facebook users
prefer conversational information which is the typical type of information used in peer-to-peer
exchange of opinions and information. Moreover, our study seems to corroborate recent findings
suggesting that effective Facebook marketing campaigns should be built with attention to utility-
oriented rather hedonic features: short text, one photo at a maximum, and very few colors (Lo and
Fang, 2018). Third, the results suggest that the strongest predictor of attitudes and intention in the
non-travel-specific SM context is perceived usefulness. This could imply the need for hospitality
and tourism managers to invest more time in encouraging friends, acquaintances and previous
customers to spontaneously share posts on non-travel-specific social media to enhance the appeal
of their services (Su et al., 2015) and ultimately enhance their performance (Zhao et al., 2015).
This result seems to resonate with recent research highlighting the need to create fan page
communities to enhance the perceived value of tourism and hospitality brands, given the
importance that consumers associate with socialization and the impact it has on levels of
engagement and behavioral intention (Perez-Vega et al., 2018). Fourth, Facebook is in an ideal
position to increasingly build collaborations with some of the major players in online
intermediation such as Expedia.com and Booking.com. In the medium term, it is envisioned that
online intermediaries in hospitality and tourism will need to find even deeper forms of
technological integrations with non-travel-specific SM, beyond bot platforms (Kuchler, 2016), and
increasingly deploy social mobile located intelligence within destinations (Buhalis and Foerste,
2015). This could help in making social media even more useful for trip planning as they are
already sufficiently enjoyable and easy to use. Fifth, consistent with previous research, our results

confirm that hedonic value can play a crucial role in driving perception of usefulness and favorable
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attitude toward using non-travel-specific SM. This might suggest that SM bot platform developers
might want to embed hedonic features and humor (Su et al., 2015) to encourage travel consumers’

use of social media for planning trips.

Finally, yet importantly, our findings have implications for marketers targeting the specific market
segment of young travelers. Recent industry reports suggest that non-travel-specific SM are utilized
by young consumers for trip planning as they find the content on Facebook to be useful in getting
inspiration for their own travel choices (Foxe, 2016). They also tend to trust the content posted by
other travelers on Facebook due to network ties — consistent with tie-strength theory (Gilbert and
Karahalios, 2009). Granovetter’s (1973) tie-strength theory concerns the role of weak social ties in
spreading information. The strength of a tie is measured through frequency of contact, emotional
intensity, intimacy, and reciprocal services which characterize the tie (Gilbert and Karahalios,
2009). Accordingly, social media strategists in travel-related sectors and Destination Marketing
Organizations (DMOs) should carefully monitor social media use because it can be conducive to
travel-related decisions and potentially higher conversion rates among young travelers. Moreover,
responding to online reviews from booking engines (e.g., Booking, Expedia) or contributing to
TripAdvisor threads is not sufficient anymore. Hospitality and tourism companies should be able
to elaborate mechanisms to encourage young non-professional, but influential, travel bloggers to
create appealing content on social media that could be interpreted as genuine and thus influence

travel planning decisions for other young consumers.

5.4 Limitations and research agenda
This study displays a few limitations. First, due to the sampling method, a limitation is the inability

to determine whether respondents and non-respondents differ in significant ways. Nonetheless,
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comparing the resulting group of respondents with the general statistics of Internet users in Italy
and Sweden suggest that the structure of the sample obtained is quite similar to the typical profile
of young Internet users in the countries. The findings of the study can provide valuable comparative
insights for social media managers and tourism marketing researchers, considering that penetration
rates of Facebook are 50.2 and 62.5 percent in Italy and Sweden respectively
(internetworldstats.com, 2017).

The findings suggest key implications for research. The results of this empirical study differ from
those obtained by IS adoption studies that apply the TAM in other contexts (Davis, 1989) but also
in the context of travel-specific CGM (Ayeh et al., 2013b). In our study, the antecedents identified
remain critical, but other variables might influence SM usage in this context as well. Future
research could focus on validating these factors and others that might shape usage in this context,

such as age and country of origin.

Second, while our study is multi-country as we focused on two European countries (Sweden and
Italy), it would be interesting to replicate the study in other countries to investigate the importance
of cultural differences in travel consumers’ perceptions, attitudes, and intentions. For instance, it
could be interesting to conduct a similar study in China with a focus on the Q-Zone platform. Also,
the significant difference between the Swedish and the Italian subsamples regarding the mediating
role of attitude calls for further research into how Hofstede’s cultural dimensions could shape the

structural relationships in the model.

Third, our respondents were selected among young people. Although social media is most popular
among Millennials (comScore, 2018a), it might be particularly useful to test the model on senior

consumers in order to understand if our findings hold regardless of the age of Internet users. Indeed,
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while in absolute terms the share of the overall digital population on Facebook is higher among
youngsters, the rate of adoption of Facebook by users aged over 50 has been increasing

dramatically over the last 5 years (comScore, 2018b).

Last, further studies might consider how the predictors in the model influence travelers’ intention
to contribute to content in social networks during and after their travel experiences. This might
generate a unified model where the intention to contribute to SM content during and after trip might
be linked to the intention to plan a trip by other users. Importantly, reading others’ travel-related
Facebook content represents a Zero Moment of Truth (ZMOT) (Google, n.d.) for other social media
users — hence, intention to use non-travel-specific SM for sharing travel experiences might affect

the intention to use it for travel planning.
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