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ABSTRACT:

Social media play an important role in the consumer’s decision#making process in tourism as they do in many other business
areas. Tourism and hospitality marketers may reach more potential consumers in a shorter time and at a lower cost through the
active use of social media. This study examines the influence of social media on the decision#making process and online buying
trends of tourism consumers and the potential relationships between participant demographics and some of the variables such as
information obtained from social media, use of social media for tourism services, the act of buying, influence and intention to share
travel experiences. A survey method was used to collect data from various social media users, and Structural Equation Modeling was
employed for the data analysis. According to the results; statistically meaningful relationships were found between the variables
of knowledge about tourism services in the media and perceptions of use, influence on customers, intention to share experiences and the
act of buying tourism and hospitalizy services.

KEYWORDS: Tourism marketing, Social media, Purchasing decision, Consumer preferences.

RESUMEN:

Las redes sociales tienen un papel importante en el proceso de toma de decisiones del consumidor en el turismo como muchas
otras empresas. Los comercializadores de turismo y hotelerfa pueden llegar a mas consumidores potenciales en poco tiempo y a un
costo menor a través del uso activo de las redes sociales. Este estudio examina el papel de las redes sociales en el proceso de toma
de decisiones y las tendencias de compra en linea de los consumidores de turismo y las relaciones potenciales entre la demografia
de los participantes y algunas de las variables, como la informacién obtenida de las redes sociales, la utilizacion de las redes sociales
para los servicios turisticos, el acto de Compra, influencia e intencién de compartir experiencias de viaje. Se utilizé un método
de encuesta para recopilar datos de varios usuarios de redes sociales, y se empleé Modelizacién de ecuaciones estructurales para
el analisis de datos. De acuerdo a los resultados; Se encontraron relaciones estadisticamente significativas entre las variables de
conocimiento sobre servicios turisticos en los medios y las percepciones de utilizacién, influencia en los clientes, intencién de
compartir experiencias y actos de compra de servicios turisticos y de hospitalidad.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Marketing turistico, Redes sociales, Decisién de compra, Preferencias del consumidor.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Social Media, as information source for travelers, has revolutionized the lives of people within a decade
of its introduction. It has gradually inculcated into our daily routine as a real time source of information
(Mukherjee and Nagabhushanam, 2016). This is an interactive platform via which users create, share,
communicate and discuss ideas, experiences and opinions (Shan et al., 2017). On the supply side of the
markets, today social media is a platform where the firms sell and market their services and products at
anytime and anywhere (Llach et al,, 2013).

There are several approaches to define this relatively new phenomenon. For instance, Blossom (2009)
consider the social media as a tool which creates opportunities for interaction with others ranging from
individual to group. Similarly, Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, 61) define the social media as “a group of
internet#based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations and that allow the
creation and exchange of user generated content”. Abrahamsetal. (2012, 88) also make a similar definition by
saying that “it is online services that allows for social interaction, creating personal contents, non#centralized
applications with free membership”.

Internet usage, as a medium and an integral part of social media, has been developing tremendously
since the 1990s through the increasing number of users and web portals. History has seen a wide range
of technologies that have facilitated conversation and people have recently begun to use the digital media.
Nowadays, there are a great number of websites for sharing photos and sharing videos. People have become
accustomed to accessing information at any time and from a multiplicity of electronic devices and a growing
quantity of the internet traffic worldwide comes from tablets and mobile phones (Adams, 2015; Mercadal,
2017). The web has opened an opportunity to reach niche buyers directly with targeted information that
costs a fraction of what big budget advertising costs (Scott, 2015).

Turkey, as one of the countries where heavy social media users live all over the world, ranks the Sth among
the European countries, and 12th in the world with its 46,3 million users in 2016, while there are more than
3 billion social media users worldwide (Ayvaz, 2016). As 42 million people actively use the social media,
36 millions of them access to social media pages via mobile devices. Among the most popular social media
platforms, Facebook is the first place with its 32% share, and WhatsApp (24%), Facebook messenger (20%),
Twitter (17%) and Instagram (16%) are following it respectively (Ayvaz, 2016). 77% of internet users are
being online everyday and 16% of them are connecting to the internet once a week. The share of internet
users was 41.6% of total population and the number of total users were 26.6 million in 2010 (Atadil, 2011,
51), so the numbers have approximately doubled in 6 years. The gender distribution of internet users was
identified as male 56% and female 44%. The most noticeable increase was seen among the people over 55 years
old by 20% which equals to 1.2 million people in total. At the same time, the internet framework covering
the mobile communication is widespread in Turkey relative to other emerging economies (Gulbahar and
Yildirim, 2015). These data show that the use of internet is very popular in the country and social media can
be very effective marketing tool for tourism and hospitality businesses as well, in order to reach very large
part of population.

On the other hand, Turkey is a leading tourism country as one of the top ten international tourism
destinations for more than 35 million visitors with its rich supply potential. Turkish tourism consists not
only of incoming foreigners but also nationals travelling abroad and in#country visitors. Data show that there
are 10 million outgoing citizens annually and, despite the lack of sufficient data about domestic tourism, it
is estimated that the number has exceeded 20 million in recent years. These figures seem to be good reasons
to examine the effects of social media on the tourism consumer purchasing behaviours in Turkey.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
2.1 Social Media and Tourism

Tourism is an information#intensive industry and hence it is critical to understand the changes in
technologies that impact the distribution and accessibility of travel#related information (Xiang and Gretzel,
2010). Today, with social media, customers have more information sources such as blogs, tweets which can
be having positive and negative, leaving an impression of the product in the reader’s mind (Subramani and
Rajagopalan, 2003) and research has also suggested that customers believe information that comes from
personal sources rather than commercial sources (Hu and Wei, 2013).

The major benefits of the internet as an effective communication channel in the hospitality and tourism
industry were emphasized by the authors in the literature (Desai and Eric, 2015; Doolin et al, 2015;
Schuckertetal, 2015). The fact that the online tourism and hospitality market is beneficial for both suppliers
and travelers may be one of the best explanations for the rapid expansion of online transactions in travel
and tourism markets (Yacouel and Fleischer, 2012). Research over the past 15 years shows that there has
been a skyrocketing increase in travel and tourism sector in terms of both number of travelers and tourism
expenditures (Sigala et al., 2012). During this period, tourism customers have become more active and have
concerned about the information shared in social media that considerably reduces their decision making
process (Bayram and Sahbaz, 2012). It is clear that the comments in social media definitely influence
tourists’ perceptions at a significant level (Lopez et al., 2011). Social media have been widely adopted by
travelers to search, organize, share, and annotate their travel stories and experiences through social media in
a collaborative way (Leung et al., 2013, Xiang and Gretzel, 2010). Research has also revealed that more than
85% of leisure travelers use the internet as a planning source in recent years (Leung et al., 2013).

Milano et al. (2011) explain that the formation of travel experiences of tourism customers in social
media platforms are composed of three stages of experiences as pre#travel, on the travel and post#travel. For
these stages, before buying holiday services, customers can use the social media, ask questions about the
destinations where to visit and stay, reading the previous customers’ comments. Consequently, social media
is becoming very effective communication and recommendation tool for tourism customers.

2.2 Social Media and Marketing

Marketing through social media is relatively new medium for all types of businesses and the term social
media marketing has been argued in different ways. For example, Weinberg (2009, 3) asserts that “it is a
facility that allows firms to tap into wider customer profiles for sharing experiences, promoting the products
through electronic social channels and websites in ways which were not possible with the conventional
promotion channels”. Gunelius (2011) on the other hand, argues that social media marketing is any kind of
direct or indirect marketing practiced through web tools such as social check#in and content sharing sites,
social networks which are used to create awareness among people. Wigmo and Wikstrom (2012, 20) also
describe social media marketingas “an emerging way of promotion aiming for marketing as word#of#mouth,
establishing relations through discussion with customers as opposed to one#way communication”. Finally,
Tuten and Solomon (2015, 21) argue that social media offer marketers opportunities to reach consumers
where they work and live. According to them, social media marketing is “the utilisation of social media
technologies, channels and software to create, communicate, deliver and exchange offerings that have value
for stakeholders”.

Depending on the definitions mentioned above, recently developed marketing strategies in social media
can be categorized into three groups as public relations, marketing the production of the content, and viral
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marketing (Miletsky, 2010). For the first, public relation staff is obliged to communicate the target groups of
customers, as a result of rapid spread of conventional media. In the second category, there are blogs, websites,
and other contents that are marketed to internet users. Finally, the contents produced by firms engaging
in social media marketing need to be characterized by its virality. In addition to these three strategies,
classical word#of#mourh (WOM) turned into e#WOM and ORs (Online Reviews) which allow the users to
express their feelings and opinions without any limitation. E#WOM and ORs are becoming an increasingly
important focus of research in marketing, e#commerce, and e#tourism studies and now used by customers as
one of the most reliable sources to get information (Litvin, et al., 2006; Filieri and McLeay, 2013). Inducing,
collecting, and displaying e#WOM have become priorities of many companies as part of their efforts to
stimulate sales, increase brand awareness and brand liking, consumer engagement and loyalty (Rosario et
al., 2016; Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Banner, 2017; Read, 2016). Numerous studies in the literature pointed
out the major benefits and some unique characteristics of social media such as; low cost, easy participation
and free access, global reach, simplicity and flexibility, more publicity, dialogue among participants, community/
group access, robust relations with customers, easy connectivity, user#friendly design, measurability and eternality
(Weinberg, 2009; Elley and Tilley, 2009; Adams, 2011; Islek, 2012; Salcido, 2015; Jackson 2015; Banner
2017). Depending on these benefits and characteristics, social media is now becoming an indispensable part
of the marketing mix for many businesses. In this context, Tuten and Solomon (2015) argued that a “fifh
P’ could be added to classical marketing mix as “Participation”.

2.3 Social Media and Marketing in Tourism

The use of internet has been common in tourism industry for along time and the internet#based technologies
are utilized at every stages of marketing in tourism and hospitality. Intermediaries and principals have
been able to establish close relationships with potential customers through web pages (Ekinci, 2004). This
industry is inevitably influenced by the new business environment created by the diffusion of ICTs and
thus, tourists become co#marketers, co#designers, co#producers and co#consumers of travel and tourism
experiences (Sotiriadis and Zyl, 2013). These new technologies and social media are now key to growth in
tourism industry which is characterized as high in experiential qualities that consumers find it more difhcult
to evaluate attributes before purchase (Ban et al., 2015). The specific nature of services provided by tourism
and hospitality firms has been a fertile terrain for the rapid widespread and use of social media by travelers
and tourism operations (Minazzi, 2015).

Tourism and hospitality practitioners need to consider how consumers evaluate the information content
and booking features through various digital platforms (Murphy et al., 2016). It is argued that tourism firms
use social media for the purposes of creating interest to their properties, introducing promotions, drawing the
media attention, and creating awareness, recognition and promotion of their brands (Eroz and Dogdubay,
2012). As the messages posted on social media platforms by tourism businesses are the major medium of
advertising and promotion, a slightly negative word or tweet, post and comment shared in social media may
casily tarnish the reputation and image of the firm (Kim and Ko, 2012; Curkan, 2013; Leungetal,, 2017). As
a consequence, the growth of social media has created a more level playing field in which tourism businesses
have the opportunity to launch marketing campaigns that encompass large populations (Mercadal, 2017).
Likewise, tourists on the demand side, plan their all trip details ranging from flight and hotel reservation
to car rentals through the internet (Wheeler, 2009). This means that all the parts and elements of tourism
industry are open to use social media. Travel and tourism industry is more depended on word#of#mouth
marketing than any other sectors due to its intangible and perishable service nature. For tourism customers,
the only way to get more information about the tourism product is either to try the service (7f possible) or
from a person who has experience with the service. Therefore, customers rely more on personal sources such
as “recommendation by friends” to make purchases.
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The word “friends” in social media can be referred as Para#Social Interaction (PSI) which refers to the
illusion face#to#face relationship using media as a platform (Hu and Wei, 2013).

2.4 Social Media and Tourist Decision Making

According to Kotler et al. (2003, 218) customers go through five stage of purchasing decision process when
making a purchase decision. These are zeed recognition, z'nformatz’on search, evaluation, purchase decision and
post#purchase decision. In this model, “information search” is the most important stage for today’s customers.
Customers will decide how much information is needed by searching around via social media as a platform
where explicit knowledge flow occurred when someone commented on the picece of information (Angeli et
al., 2009).

As an information source, the importance of internet for tourism industry has been documented by
various authors and social media research is an emerging field that has received increased attention from
tourism scholars of various disciplines in order to understand the consequences on tourists’ behavior,
decision making and corporate communication (Minazzi, 2015). A number of studies can be found in the
literature about social media and its effects on consumer buying decision. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010)
investigated the challenges and opportunities experienced in marketing through social media. The study
indicated that the social media could be used as an opportunity in understanding the consumer decisions
making process. Milano et.al (2011) studied the impact of online social media on tourism websites. In this
study, Italian tourism websites were analyzed in terms of frequency of visits. The study concluded that the
websites connected to the social media were more effective and efficient in tourism marketing than classical
promotional tools.

Atadil (2011) examined the perceptions of social networks of tourism customers and his study shows that
the participants intensively get information about the hotels through social media. It was also found that
this set of information gathered through social media plays a critical role on their selection of hotels. Eroz
and Dogdubay (2012) investigated the functions of social media in relation to marketing ethics. Their study
results explained that social media functioned as a valuable means for the selection of tourism services. Ciftci
and Kucukaltan (2012) investigated the use of social media as a marketing tool and they discovered that the
hotels were active and productive social media users. Sigala et al. (2012) studied the cases about social media,
tourism and hosting. Their study emphasized the potential ways of developing various use of social media in
tourism by synthesizing information and knowledge gathered from relevant studies.

As more recently studies, Munar et al. (2013) investigated the transformative power of tourism social me#
dia in their e#book. Zivkovic et al. (2014) explained that the tourists are heavily influenced by social media
and they transform information obtained from social media into the travel decision making process. Again,
Arat (2016) investigated the role of social media on tourism demand using content analysis and tried to
explain how hotel services manage their facebook accounts and which features they use. Mkono and Tribe
(2017) described the user roles on social media as troll, activist, social critic, information seeker, and socialite
using a netnographic approach which can be used by tourism businesses and destination managers.

In the literature, most recent studies have looked at the role of social media on leisure preferences (Aydin
and Aslan, 2015), on travel information search (Chungand Koo, 2015), on marketing including destination
marketing and destination image (Shengnan et al., 2012; Hays et al, 2013; Mostert, 2015; Minazzi 2015;
Roque and Raposo, 2016; Kim et al., 2016), on brand trust and social media brands (Khanlari et al., 2016;
Harrigan et al.,, 2017). Finally, Kavoura and Stavrianea (2014) studied the economic and social aspects of
social media in tourism; and Sotiriadis (2017), Lee and Paris (2013) and Okazaki et al. (2017) explained that
the importance of sharing tourism experiences and knowledge of travelers in social media.

Similarly, most of the studies show that social media have been widely embraced by travelers in order to
search, organize, share, and declare their travel stories and experiences through blogs, online communities,
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media sharingsites, social bookmarkingsites, social knowledge sharing sites, and other tools in a collaborative
way (Hays etal,, 2013). The studies clearly show that social media is an effective tool for marketing especially
in the field of tourism and it can be asserted that the consumers’ decision making process for online tourism
purchase is directly linked to the social media marketing.

3 METHODOLOGY
3.1 Objective of the Study and Hypotheses

The basic objective of this study is to reveal the social media#related factors impacting the consumer
decision#making process of buying tourism and hospitality services. More specifically, the study aimed to
shed light on the possible variables that promote or reduce the chances of using online platforms to buy
hospitality and tourism services. The study differs from the earlier studies in terms of 1) the proposed model
and designated variables, 2) target groups (social media users as potential customers for tourism services) and
their buying process, 3) Data analysis technique as Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), which is used to
analyze the structural relationship between measured variables and latent constructs. SEM is a technique
that considers the measuring errors of the relationship into the dependent and independent variables in
a given model. SEM has appeared from the point of view of Multiple Regression Analysis, Explanatory
Factor Analysis, Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Simultaneous Equations Model and approaches to the
relationships between observable and latent variables and examines the structural model of the relationship
between latent variables (Bayram, 2010). This method is preferred by the researcher because it estimates the
multiple and interrelated dependence in a single analysis.
Figure 1 displays the proposed conceptual model and hypotheses to be tested in the research.

FIGURE 1
Proposed model and relationships between the variables

Based on the above discussed literature and the conceptual model displayed on the Figure 1, the hypotheses
listed below were proposed in order to explain the relationships between previously determined variables.
These variables are “knowledge and utilisation” (Lopez et al., 2011), “knowledge and influence” (Kotler et al.
2003; Hu and Wei, 2013; Tuten and Solomon, 2015), “utilisation and purchase” (Ekinci 2004), “influence
and purchase” (Zivkovic et al., 2014), “purchase and sharing experiences” (Bayram and Sahbaz, 2012; Hu and
Wei, 2013), “information and intention#as a post purchase behavior” (Kotler et al., 2003; Kim and Ko, 2012;
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Curkan, 2013; Hays etal., 2013; Zivkovic et al., 2014), “information and purchase action” (Kotler et al., 2003;
Litvin et al., 2006; Filieri & McLeay, 2013), and “influence and utilisation” (Kotler et al., 2003; Zivkovic et
al, 2014).

The hypotheses from Hy to His were proposed in order to explain the mediatory roles of the related
variables in the model;

H;i: As individuals’ knowledge (information) about tourism service or product increases through social
media, their perceptions of utilizing them also increase.

H,: As individuals’ knowledge about tourism service or product increases through social media, they will
be more influenced by them as well.

Hj: As individuals utilize tourism service or product increasingly in social media, the chance of buying
them also increases.

Hy: As individuals are influenced more by the tourism service or product in social media, the chance of
buying them also increases.

Hs: As individuals buy more tourism and hospitality services in social media, the chance of sharing these
experiences also increases.

Hg: As individuals’ knowledge about tourism and hospitality services increases through social media, their
acts of buying them increase too.

Hj7: Asindividuals’ knowledge about tourism and hospitality services increases through social media, their
intention to share these experiences increases as well.

Hj: As individuals are influenced more by the tourism and hospitality services in social media, the chance
of utilizing them also increases.

Hy: Individuals’ perceptions influenced by the tourism and hospitality services in social media play a
mediatory role between being informed by social media and buying them.

Hjo: Individuals’ perceptions of utilizing the tourism and hospitality services in social media play a
mediatory role between beian informed by social media and buying them

H:: Individuals’ perceptions influenced by the tourism and hospitality services in social media play a
mediatoryrole between being influenced by social media and buying them.

H,: Individuals’ perceptions influenced by the tourism and hospitality services in social media play a
mediatory role between being informed by social media and their utilisation.

Hj; : Individuals’ acts of buying the tourism and hospitality services in social media play a mediatory role
between utilizing social media and intention to share experiences.

H 4 : Individuals’ acts of buying the tourism and hospitality services in social media play a mediatory role
between being informed by social media and buying them.

H;s : Individuals’ acts of buying the tourism and hospitality services in social media play a mediatory role
between being influenced by social media and intention to share experiences.

In this study, a survey method was employed to investigate the potential impact areas of social media
platforms on the decision#making process of customers for tourism services. To this end, an online self-
administrated questionnaire was developed and particular dimensions were created among the items. The
questionnaire as data collection instrument, consisting of respondent demographics and the statements
under five dimensions of buying process (information, utilisation, influence, purchasing and intention to
share), was constructed by the authors on the basis of available literature to address the several relevant issues
concerning the decision#making process. The questionnaire contains 5 point Likert scale items changing the
options depending on the degree of participants’ agreement to the statements. The content and structure of
data collection instrument (questionnaire) were tested and verified at the pilot study stage. The time frame,
nationality and location of target groups, collecting the data through the internet and the rate of responses
are the major constraints of this study.
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2.2. Universe and Sampling

The target population (universe) of this research consists of the people who are between the ages of 20#45,
accessible via e#mail or internet, the members of social networking websites, and located (live) in Izmir,
Istanbul, Antalya and Ankara as the largest cities of the country. In order to reach them, a web link for
online questionnaire was sent out to the potential respondents on the dates between March and June, in
2015. Random Sampling Techniguewithin which the every member of population has equal chance of being
included in the sample, was used in order to reach the target group. The questionnaire was delivered to over
700 people in total, and after removing inappropriate and uncompleted questionnaires, 352 of them were
processed for data analyses. The chi#square value was 762,02 as the degree of fitness (df) was 243 and the
ratio between two values (x*/df=3) verifies the minimum fit function chi#square and the acceptability of
sample size. The distribution of all participants based on their demographics, social media behaviours and
number of holidays spent per year can be seen on Table 1.

2.4 Data Analysis and Findings

The data were analysed through Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) as mentioned above and the items
on the questionnaire were analysed by confirmatory factor analysis. After this process, a reliability analysis
was carried out again. However, there was no item that would increase the reliability degree when removed.
Hoteling T Square was used to investigate whether there were average equalities among all the items in the
scale and no question was found whose averages are equal. The consistence scaling was calculated for the
structural equation model developed to find out the relationships between the designated variables. The
statistical confirmatory scores for the model are as follows;

1:x*=762,02 DF=243: x*/df=3,13, RMSEA=0,078, NFI=0.98, NNFI=0.98, PNFI=0, 86, CFI=0.98,
IF1=0.98, RF1=0.97, GFI=0.85, RMR=0.038, SRMR=0.047 AGFI=0.81.

The scales obtained show that the model is above the lowest acceptable level (Figure 2).
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TABLE 1
Demographics of the participants

iissihutinn Frequency (Percent :|Inc01ne Frequency |Percent
[0-25 |76 |21,6 | |under 1500 |51 145 |
[26-30 |55 |156 | |1s00-2000 |96 273 |
[31-35 |61 17,3 | |2001-2500  |1oo |84 |
[36-40 |75 |21,3 | |2s01-4000 |71 202 |
b1+ |85 |24,1 | |4001+ |34 |07 |
[Total 352 |100,0 | |Total 352 |tooo |

Social Media
Education Usage (per .

dCCess - 11un

utes)
Primary 8 3,3 | |30 30 8,5
[Secondary |16 |45 | |30-45 |20 [ |
High Schoal |44 |12,5 | |45-60 |89 |53 |
focational §. |58 |16,5 | |60-120 |17 T
Undergraduate 166 472 B 120-180 51 14,5
Masters+ |60 17,0 | |80+ 36 10,2
[Total 352 |100,0 | |Total 352 |tooo |
|G ender | | | | of notidays | | |
F emale 187 53,0 | |1 61 17,3
Male 165 460 | |2 163 46,3
[Total |352 |100,0 | |3 |04 267 |
| | | | Ja+ |34 o7 |
| | | | |Total |352 liooo |
|Iv1a1ital status | | U | | |
|single |186 528 | | | | |
Married  |166 l472 || | | |
[Total |352 |100,0 | | | | |

The reliability of the responses in the scale was calculated by Cronbach’s Alpha statistics, and all the items

were found reliable. The results of the reliability analysis and the descriptive statistics of scales are displayed

in Table 2.
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Reliability analysis and the descriptive statistics

TABLE 2

Dimensions (D) &
ltems (statements)

|average|

o, |comestion

[When
omitted.
(Cronbach|
s Alpla

Scale

s Alpta

1 - Information B1 - Socil
etworking sites provide
fnformation about hotels and
other

a7

B2 - Socal networking stes

rovide information about

fourism and hosptaly services
e matong decision

505

363

896

3 -1 subscribe on the social
etworking stes concerning my.

favarite hotels and tourism.

Mestinations. and I follow their

1007

)

030

924

5 - Socil networidng sies are

832

6 - Socl networking sies
[Fontribute o the promotion of
d hospitality services

735

708

s |73

2 - Utiisation (of SM for
urism services) Y1-1 have the
lehance to access the websites
Jof the tourism services easily via
it

748

788

o1z

2-Social networking sites help
fne to make faster decisions
bout the tousism and hospi
fervices. 1 want to buy.

500

3 - Lmake use of the posts

1 the comments of the people
Jon social networlng sites while
Heciting

[¢5 - 1 check the pictures of the
otels on the pages of the social
hetworking stes concerning
hospaly services

857

766

925

6 - 1 carefully checlcall of the,
bpecal offers on the socil

etworking stes concerting the
Rourism and hospitaly services
hat | am planning o buy.

381

537

004

f¢7- Taskpost questions on
focial networkang stes while [
fan deciing the tourism and
hospitalty services that L am
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FIGURE 2
Structural model and full relationships between the variables.

All the relationships between the variables are shown on Figure 2 above. Based on the diagram, the results
can be listed as below;

o A statistically meaningful relationship (0,66) was found between knowledge (information) about
tourism and hospitality services in the media and their perceptions of utilizing them. Knowledge
about such services is found to be related to the latent variable of utilisation (0,44 units) (t = 10,33;
p < 0,01). Therefore H; is retained.

o A significant relationship (0,78) between knowledge about tourism and hospitality services in the
social media and influence on customers was found with a variance of 0,61 (t = 10,83; p < 0,01).
Therefore H, is retained.

e DParticipants’ utilisation of tourism and hospitality services in the media is found insignificantly
linked (0,28) with the act of buying in the opposite direction (t = #1,59; p > 0,05). Therefore H;
is rejected.

o A relationship (0,67) between the act of buying tourism and hospitality services in the social media
and influence on customers was found with a variance of 0,45 (t = 5,97; p < 0,01). Therefore Hy is
retained.

o Asignificant relationship (0,67) in the same way between the act of buying tourism and hospitality
services in the social media and their intention to share their experience with others was found with
avariance of 0,34 (t = 6,88; p < 0,01). Therefore Hs is retained.

o A relationship (0,61) between the act of buying tourism and hospitality services in the social media
and their knowledge about them was found with a variance of 0,37 (t = 4,66; p < 0,01). Therefore
Hg is retained.

o A relationship (0,61) between the knowledge about tourism and hospitality services in the social
media and the degree of intention to share their experiences was found with a variance of 0,08 (t =
3,60; p < 0,01). Therefore Hy is retained.
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o A relationship (0,34) between the level of influence and the degree of utilisation was found with a
variance of 0,12 (t = 5,48; p < 0,01). Therefore Hy is retained but at a relatively low level.

e DPerceptions influenced by tourism and hospitality services in the social media have a mediator role
between information and the act of buying, Therefore Hy is retained.

e DPerception of utilisation of tourism and hospitality services in the social media has not a mediator
role between information from social media and the act of buying. A negative relationship (#0,28)
between the latent variable (utilisation) and the act of buying was identified and accordingly Hyg is
rejected.

e DPerception of utilisation of tourism and hospitality services in the social media has not a mediator role
between level of influence and the act of buying. Due to the negative relationship (#0,28) between
the latent variable (utilisation) and the act of buying, Hy; is rejected.

e DPerceptions influenced tourism and hospitality services in the social media have a mediator role
between having information from the social media and their utilisation. Therefore Hj, is retained.

e Act of buying tourism and hospitality services in the social media has not a mediator role between
the utilisation of social media and the intention to share experiences. Since, a negative relationship
(#0,28) between the latent variable (the act of buying) and their utilisation was found. Therefore
H; is rejected.

e Act of buying the tourism and hospitality services in the social media have a mediator role between
the information obtained from the social media and intention to share their experiences. Therefore
H,4 is retained.

e Act of buying the tourism and hospitality services in the social media have a mediator role between
the level of influence and intention to share experiences. Therefore Hys is retained.

The relationships between the latent variables or those variables observed through latent variables are
investigated through (t) values. The (t) values higher than 1,96 explain the correlation at significant level.
The vast majority of (t) values measured are higher than this coefficient indicate that all values are statistically
meaningful, and only one of them measured as smaller than 1,69, reflecting the relationship between the
variables as of buying process and benefits sought.

The structural equation regressions that could be established to determine the impact of social media
platforms in the decision#making process while buying products or services from social media are displayed
as follows. R2 values in the structural equations are referred to as R2 in the regression analysis.

Structural regression equations of these analyses accompanied by R square values are expressed as the
followings;

utilisation = 0.34 x influence + 0.66 x mformation,

0.oo
infl = 0.78 % informati =
influence % information, 0.60
bvin =- 0.28 z utilisation + 0.67 zinfluence+ R*=

g 0.61 = information, 0.87
ntention = 0.58 = buying + 0.29 = nformation, 0 ;

Reduced structural regression equations were determined as,
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According to the results, as one of the major determinants, the most of the information received from
social media for tourism and hospitality services was obtained from B2 variable with a 0,87 coefficient while a
lesser amount of information received from B3 and BS variables with a 0,80 coefficient in the Model (Figure
2). B2 observed variable is related to the latent variable (information) with a value of 0,872. 0,76 or 1 - 0,24
= 0,76, as B3 or B5 variables are slightly related to the same latent variable with a 0,64 value. The other
relationships in the figure were measured in the same way.

2.5 Social Media Behaviours of Participants

The research also analysed whether there is a relationship between participants’ demographic profiles as
independent variables and their responses to different questions as dependent ones. The averages of responses
were calculated to obtain an average value for each scale of units. Parametric statistical analysis was carried
out to identify the possible differences among the responses. Major and statistically (Bonferroni as a multiple
comparison test, ANOVA# with F values between 4,706 # 24,145 and p values between 0,028#0,001 for all
cases) meaningful relationships are listed as follows;

e  Senior participants (41+ years) are having more information about tourism and hospitality services
from social media and web pages than youth.

e Younger participants (36#40 years) are more influenced by social media than seniors (41+).

e Darticipants between 36#40 years old are buying more tourism and hospitality services through web
pages than youths (20#25 years old)

o Well#educated participants (university+) are obtaining more information about tourism and
hospitality services from social media than lower educated groups.

e Lower educated participants utilize the social media less than well#educated ones.

e Lower educated participants are influenced by social media less than all other groups.

e Lower educated participants have intention to share their tourism experiences through social media
less than all other groups.

o Higher income groups (17,500+ USD) are having more information about tourism and hospitality
services from social media than lower income groups (less than 8,500 USD).

e Lower income group participants are less utilizing social media than higher income groups.

o Lowest income group participants (less than 6,500 USD) are influenced by social media less than
higher income group members.

e Lower income group participants are inclined to buy tourism and hospitality services through social
media less than higher income groups.

e Participants having more holidays (up to 4 times) per year are having more information about
tourism and hospitality services from social media than those having fewer holidays (one or two).

e Darticipants having more holidays per year utilize the social media more than those having fewer

holidays.
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e DParticipants having more holidays per year are more influenced by social media than those having
fewer holidays.

e Darticipants having more holidays per year are purchasing more tourism and hospitality services
through web pages than those having fewer holidays.

e Darticipants having more holidays per year are reflecting more intention to share their tourism
experiences through web pages than those having fewer holidays.

3 CoNCLUSION AND COMMENTS

This study is basically focused on the effects of social media on the customer decision#making process in
tourism. More specifically the investigation examined how people use social media for their purchases in
tourism such as buying services online, and how their purchasing behaviours are influenced by social media.
The results of the research are important in that they highlight how people change their purchasing habits
for tourism and hospitality services from social media tools.

Based on the results, it was found that information, utilisation, influence, buying and intention (to share
their travel experiences) are interlinked stages in consumer decision#making process. This cyclical process can
form the basis of any tourism marketing through social media as Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) investigated
in their studies. This also shows how fragile this marketing process is in that when one stage fails, another will
also be influenced subsequently. Since the significant relationship between the degree of information and the
possibility of utilizing them has been identified in the study as supported by the many other studies (Milano
et al. 2011; Sigala et al. 2012; Zivkovic, 2014), it can be claimed that there is a clear need for developing the
quality of information published through the social media by the tourism and hospitality services marketers.
Similarly, the degree of utilisation of tourism services in social media is directly related to the individual
buying behaviour. With respect to the post#purchase and product utilisation, the social media users are also
inclined to share their online experiences to others and willing to future purchases as presented in many
studies (Bayram and Sahbaz, 2012; Hays et al. 2013; Paris, 2013; Okazaki, 2017; Sotiriadis, 2017). This could
also have a great impact on the potential consumers.

The results of this study indicates that, as individuals’ knowledge about tourism services increases through
social media, their acts of buying them also increase. Knowledge about tourism services is also an important
determinant for buying services through social media that motivates the intention to share individual
experiences. In other words, the more knowledgeable the people, the more inclined to share their experiences
online. Any comments shared by these consumers may promptly create positive or negative perceptions
among the other users as supported by some other research (Atadil, 2011; Lopez et al. 2011). The level of
influence from the tourism and hospitality services in social media is directly linked to utilizing them. In this
context, this study differs from other studies by identifying some of the social media related factors effecting
purchase decisions for tourism services such as information obtained from social media, utilisation level of
social media for tourism services and being influenced by the messages on social media. As post purchase
behavior (Kotler et al. 2003), intention to share the travel experiences is found to be a significant dependent
variable.

Finally, with respect to the demographics, one of the important findings is the fact that university students
between 19#28 ages do not buy tourism and hospitality services through social media, despite their intensive
use of social media. This is an important signal for those companies that target this group as a key market and
they can have an opportunity to develop their services with strong long#term strategic decisions. Another
critical finding was the fact that, as the level of education decreases, so does the degree of planning and buying
tourism and hospitality services through social media.
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4 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The study argues that consumer buying process for tourism and hospitality services heavily influenced by
social media interactions and information obtained from this platform due to its high level of reliability.
Hence, the results provide tourism and hospitality marketers with a frame of a reference to determine what
they need to know and how to implement actions through social media as an effective marketing tool.
Tourism marketers can facilitate the process of information flow through social media and this influence
provides a noteworthy contribution to their marketing and sales efforts. As a consequence, it seems that
creating any impact on social media is a critical stage that motivates the people to buy tourism and hospitality
services, as the buying process for tourism services is not simple and straightforward, but rather a flexible
process that involves the interaction among consumers at every stage of the service utilisation particularly
in the social media.

The following implications for tourism marketers can be suggested to use social media effectively and gain
competitive edge;

e Marketers should take social media users into consideration as a part of their marketing information
system (MIS).

e Innovative social media strategies, including consumer#friendly interaction and complaints should
be developed for pre#travel, on#the#travel and post#travel stages of the customers. Instant access
will always be open to this community.

o Accessibility of tourism and hospitality services through social media could increase the number of
people who want to buy these services, creating a unique opportunity for marketers to reach more
consumer groups than ever before.

e Integrating tourism and hospitality services into the individual social media accounts by establishing
an online feedback system can be designed as an extension of marketing intelligence at a lowest cost.

5 FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

This study provides some initial insights, and we are hopeful that the social media can be useful for many
tourism businesses and will be an interesting study and research area for the academicians who are involved
in the topic. The focal point of this study was discussing the potential effects of social media platforms
on the consumer decision process to purchase any tourism and hospitality service, mostly hotel rooms,
airline tickets, car rentals etc. The model proposed in this study could be validated by further studies on
different societies and/or nationalities in order to compare the behaviours about social media usage and travel
decisions.

The implications of social interactions on social media and their influence on consumer purchasing
behaviour could be understood by further and more detailed studies as mentioned above. Since, the sample
size is relatively small in this study, more studies should be conducted with larger representative samples. It is
well known that social media will increasingly continue to affect the every aspects of our life, and this study
only provides a small insight into this important phenomenon.
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