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Abstract

Interpersonal influences and word of mouth are considered as the
most influencial factors in customer purchase decision making.
With the development of technology, the electronic word of mouth
has become a very popular and trusted communication mode
among consumers. Due to the intangible nature of hospitality
services and high risk involved with the purchase, most consumers
in the hospitality industry look for other customers’
recommendations prior to making their purchase decision. Hence
this study focuses on evaluating the value of electronic word of
mouth in generating a purchase intention in customers’ mind in the
hospitality sector in Sri Lanka. Data was collected using the survey
method from 100 tourists who were visiting Sri Lanka based on the
convenient sampling method. Data analysis was done using
correlation and regression analysis. The results indicate a strong
positive impact of electronic word of mouth and brand image on
their purchase intention. However, the results also indicate that
electronic word of mouth does not have an impact on building a
brand image. This study fills a void in Sri Lankan research in the
field of tourism.

Keywords: Electronic word of mouth, Hospitality marketing,
Brand Image, Purchase Intention, Sri Lanka

Introduction

With the emergence of the internet, electronic word of mouth (e-
wom) has become a significant influencer in consumers” decision
making process (Doh & Hwang, 2009). Prospective customers visit
relevant websites and check the reviews of other customers who
have experienced the products. While the traditional media is
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largely forgotten, majority of customers look for customer reviews
when they make their purchase decisions. An e-wom message can
be positively or negatively directed, and therefore customers find
it convenient to make decisions when all messages are directed in
one direction (e.g. positive).

The hospitality industry in the world is developing as a global
service-oriented and customer-focused industry. The high
competitive nature in this industry always creates stress among the
hospitality market players. The impact of e-wom is even high in this
industry due to the intangible nature of service which makes it
difficult to evaluate prior to purchase. Further, the high risk
involved with the hospitality product purchase increases the
necessity of this communication further. This risk can be identified
in the form of an emotional risk as well as a monetary risk (Litvin,
Goldsmith, & Pan, 2006). To mitigate this risk, potential customers
in hospitality sector often look for customer referrals. Hospitality
related websites such as Expedia, Booking.com, Agoda.com and
TripAdvisor facilate for customer reviews knowing its importance
for purchase decision. However, despite this importance of e-wom
in Hospitality Industry, there are only few studies done on this field
to identify its impact (Jalilvand & Samiei, 2012). Thus, this study
focuses on identifying the impact of e-wom on brand image and
purchase intention in the hospitality industry.

Further, the impact of e-wom on brand image is another under-
studied area in this field of research. As a tactical tool,
understanding the contribution of e-wom on brand image would
be helpful for organisations to justify their investments on
generating more positive customer opinions. Thus, this study
focuses on that aspect as well, and the results of this study will be
helpful for the practitioners to understand the importance of e-
wom on customer purchase intention and brand image.

Literature Review

The theories which have been considered for the development of a
conceptual framework are discussed here.

60



SLIIT Business Review

Electronic Word of Mouth

In marketing, word of mouth can be defined as the act of consumers
providing information about products and services to other
customers. Such information sharing on the internet can be
considered as e-wom (Bagi¢ Babac & Podobnik, 2018). Further,
Hennig-Thurau et al., (2004) defined e-wom as “any positive or
negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers
about a product or company which is made available to multitude
of the people and institutes via the Internet”. E-wom can be both
customer-generated or marketer-generated, and fast information
online platforms for e-wom can be identified as blogs, consumer
review websites, discussion forums, shopping websites and social
media websites (Cheung & Thadani, 2012). E-wom offers
opportunities as well as challenges for the world of business. When
considering the advantages, first, it provides a cost-effective
platform for marketers to read their audience for a message. On the
other hand, these conversations help customers to make correct
purchase decisions based on market-generated and customer-
generated contents. Secondly, it provides a platform for companies
and customers to communicate with each other. Nevertheless, there
are some features which can be identified as both advantageous
and disadvantageous. Reaching out to a large audience and
spreading in a very short period of time would be advantageous for
positive messages while it happens to be disadvantageous in the
case of negative messages. Further, due to the nature of difficulty
in controlling e-wom, which is similar to traditional WOM, it may
negatively influence on the reputation of companies. Although
there are such negative impacts, still e-wom is considered as a
powerful marketing tool (Erkan, 2016).

Brand Image

Kotler and Armstrong, (1999) defined brand as a "name, term, sign
symbol (or a combination of these) that identifies the maker or
seller of the product". Brand image has been identified as the
perception or impression held by external stakeholders about a
brand (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). However, Davies et al., (2003)
mentioned that brand image depends on the viewpoints of internal
as well as external stakeholders. According to them, the perception
of an employee (especially customer-facing staff) is important for
shaping the brand image among external stakeholders. This is
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especially important for service industries such as hospitality
industry. Brand image is a subjective concept which is shaped
based on the actual image of the company in consumers” mind.
Consumers make this image based on their memory towards a
product (K.L.Keller, 2007). There are three brand image
dimensions, i.e. uniqueness, social image, and home country origin
(Masuda & Kushiro, 2017).

Purchase Intention

Purchase intention can be defined as customer psychological
conduct that indicates how individuals mean to purchase a specific
brand (Hosein, 2012). Further, Peter and Olson, (2008) defined it as
the single best predictor of actual behaviour. Customers are willing
to make their purchases from the business firms which give them
the maximum satisfaction, and as customer purchase intention
reflects on the future profit of an organization, it is very important
for business firms (Kim and Ko, 2010).

E-wom and Brand Image

The cyber word of mouth could have a huge impact on developing
the brand image of a product or a service. This is a very cost-
effective medium and today more and more organisations use e-
wom on social network platform to develop their brand image (See-
To & Ho, 2014). Firms use this platform to disseminate marketing
information and customers use it to form informal groups and
share their experience with products and services. Consumers and
potential consumers receive this information and review the
comments of other consumers (Trusov et al., 2009). Thus, business
firms use e-wom to disseminate information and develop their
brand image (See-To & Ho, 2014).

E-wom and Purchase Intention

Past researchers have found the positive impact of e-wom on
customers purchase intention. As most consumers believe that
online opinions are trustworthy in the same way as branded
websites, it is advisable for marketers to maintain an online
community rather than depending on simple online
advertisements (Jalilvand & Samiei, 2012). Further, these online
reviews do not only effect on online sales, but they are also affect
offline purchases as well. Further, one of the online experiments
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proves that participants who consult recommendations have
selected the product twice than the participants who do not consult
recommendations. A similar results has been found in movie and
book industries too (Zhu, Xiaoquan, & Zhang, 2010). Wang,
Cunningham and Eastin, (2015) found that e-wom has two types of
effects on purchase intention. It may have a direct effect on
conformity as well as an indirect effect on consolidating product
involvement.

Brand Image and Purchase Intention

The past studies have found out that brand image plays an
important role in enhancing the company’s performance, working
as an indirect tool of changing consumer behaviour (Malik et al.,
2013). A positive brand image always links to build a positive
purchase intention, and a negative brand image does not cause
such buying intention (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006). Despite the
importance of this relationship, the studies done on this topic are
still rather limited. The brand image helps consumers to evaluate
the quality of products/services and to lower the purchase risk.
Further, it provides a certain experience and a satisfaction out of
product differentiation (K.L.Keller, 2007). Jalilvand and Samiei,
(2012) found out that there is a strong relationship between brand
image and purchase intention. Further, it has been found that the
brand image of a product strengthens customer loyalty and trust
toward the particular brand (Aaker, 1996).

Based on the above literature review, the researchers developed the
conceptual framework shown below (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

H -~ Purchase
" Intention
H;
Brand
Image
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Research Methods

Participants of this study consist of 100 foreign tourists to Sri Lanka.
Those tourists were approached in areas of Colombo, Kandy and
Galle, where there is a high tourist attraction. Due to the absence of
a sampling frame, the convenient sampling method was followed
in collecting data. This was designed as a quantitative study and
data was collected using a self-administered questionnaire.

The questionnaire consisted of four main sections as demographic
information, e-wom, brand image and purchase intention. In these
sections of the questionnaire there were 33 questions altogether.
Five-point Likert scale was used with 1 for strongly agree to 5 for
strongly disagree. The questionnaire was validated using a pilot
survey in which the reliability of the questions were tested. The
items were adapted from past research literature (Table 1).

The data were analyzed using SPSS software and correlation and

regression have been tested to identify the relationship and the
impact of e-wom on brand image.

Table 1: Instrument Measurement

E-WOM

(Reza & Neda =~ EWOM Do you believe recommendations

Samiei, 2012) 1 made through social networking
and WOM are reliable?

EWOM You often read other consumers’

2 online product reviews to know
what products/brands make good
impressions on others.

EWOM To make sure you buy the right

3 products/brands, you often read
other consumers’ online product
reviews.

EWOM You frequently gather information
4 from online consumers” product
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reviews before you buy certain

products/brands.

EWOM If you don’t read consumers’ online

5 product reviews, when you buy
products/brands, you worry about
your decision.

EWOM  When you buy a

6 product/brand, consumers’
online product reviews make you
confident in purchasing the
products/brands

Brand Image

(Devis et al,

2009) BI'1 In comparison to other
products/brand, this
product/brand has high quality.

BI2 This product/brand has a rich
history.

BI 3 The products of this brand have
better characteristics than their
competitors.

Bl 4 The products are of high quality.

BI5 The brand has a personality that

distinguishes it from its
competitors.
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Purchase
Intention
(Shukla, 2010) PI1T Iwould buy this product/brand
rather than buying any other brands
available.
(Reza & Neda PI2 Iam willing to recommend others to
Samiei, 2012) buy this product.
PI3 TIintend to purchase this
product/brand in the future.
PI4 He/she has ever used the advertised
product/service brand (yes/no).
PI5 After seeing the commercial, does it
make you want to buy the advertised
product/service brand? (yes/no)
PI6 After seeing the commercial, does it

make you want to buy more often,
less often or remain the same?

Results and Discussion

The survey collected 100 responses as 52 % from male and 48 % from
female participants. In terms of age, the majority of respondents
(46%) belongs to the group of 25-34 years. It represents that
younger generation is mostly influenced by the e-wom. The
majority of respondents’” monthly income was $20,000 - $30,000.
Among them most of the visitors were workers and their purpose

was travelling.

The reliability of the questionnaire was tested and the higher
Cronbach alpha value indicates the internal consistency of the
questionnaire (Table 2)

Table 2: Reliability Analysis

Variable

Number of the

. Cronbach’s Alpha
items
E-WOM 6 0.707
Brand Image 11 0.866
Purchase Intention 6 0.711
Three variables 23 0.843

Correlation Analysis
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According to Pearson 1, correlation coefficient conducted to assess
the relationship between the electronic word of mouth and brand
image in the hospitality industry, there was a positive but weak
correlation (0.375) between the two variables. Thus, though the
strength is low, the relationship between e-wom and Brand Image
is significant. Then the statistically significant model at 0.01 level 2-
tailed confirms that there is a weak positive relationship between
brand image and purchase intention (0.323). Then a weak
relationship is visible between the e-wom and brand image (0.175).
These results are visible in Table 03.

Table 3: Correlations Analysis of three variables

E-WOM Brand Image IP urch.ase
ntention
E-WOM (r) 1
Sig .000
N 100
Brand Image 175 1
(1) '
Sig .082
N 100
Purchase 75 gk 1
Intention (r) ’ ’
Sig .000 .001

Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2- tailed)

Regression Analysis

H1. E-WOM has a positive and significant impact on brand image.
The p-value between e-wom and brand image is above 0.05.
Hence brand image does not depend on e-wom. It proves that
e-wom does not have any impact on brand equity.

H2. e-wom has a positive and significant impact on purchase
intention.
The p-value between e-wom and purchase intention is below
0.05. Hence purchase intention depends on e-wom. The R-
square value was 0.141, which means 14% of the variation in
purchase intention is explained by this variable. The equation y
=2.101 + 0.434 e-wom +e.

H3. Brand image has a positive and significant impact on purchase
intention.
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The p-value between brand image and purchase intention is
below 0.05. Hence brand image depends on purchase intention.
The R-square value was 0.104, which means 10% of the
variation in purchase intention is explained by this variable.
The equation y = 2.249 + 0.363 BI + e.

The summary of results available in table 4
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Table 4: Summary of Hypothesis Testing
Hypothesis Y p R2 Result

H1 E-wom has a 0.179 0.082 0.031 Not
significant supported
impact on
brand image

H2 E-wom has a 0.434 0.000 0.141 Supported
significant
impact on
purchase
intention

H3 Brand image 0363 0.01 0.104 Supported
has a positive
impact on
purchase
intention

Conclusion

The aim of the research was to understand the impact of the e-wom
on brand image and purchase intention in the hospitality industry
in Sri Lanka. The overall results carried through online marketing
have positively affected the customer purchase intention. The
brand image not supported the e-wom. The results of this survey
prove that there is no significant impact of e-wom on brand image.
This finding is contradicting with the previous studies that found
there is an impact of e-wom on brand image (See-To and Ho, 2014;
Trusov et al., 2009). However, the significant impact e-wom has on
purchase intention reflects the increasing popularity of e-wom on
consumers’ decision making. This is in line with the findings of
Jalilvand and Samiei, (2012) and Zhu, Xiaoquan and Zhang, (2010).
It indicates the importance of e-wom for a purchase intention in
tourism industry customers. Customers can read other customers’
recommendations and reviews before making their purchase
decision. Further, this e-wom helps customers to make their own
impressions (Jalilvand & Samiei, 2012). At the same time, the
negative e-wom will affect the purchase intention of customers
adversely. Based on these findings, and the comments of the
respondents, the importance of giving priority for developing an
online brand image is highlighted. In addition to that, most of the
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customers are dissatisfied in this field due to the lack of a complaint
handling process. Thus, the practitioners should provide adequate
attention to establishing a sound complaint handlining process in
their organizations.

Limitations and Future Research

One of the difficulties faced by the researcher was the participants’
refusal to answer some part of the questionnaire due to personal
reasons. Time constraints due to the requirement to meet
submission deadline were the other limitation in conducting this
study.

Despite the booming nature of this industry, there are very limited
studies conducted in the tourism industry in Sri Lanka. Thus,
future researchers could focus on addressing more on this industry
and how the internet will help to boost it further. A future study
can focus on what kind of information consumers seek online and
how they actually use this information.
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