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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this study resides in a better understanding of the relationship between the
use of traditional operators, online travel agencies, such as Booking.com and Expedia, comparators, tour
operators and traditional travel agencies, airlines, new non-tourist companies like Google and the use of
sharing economy platforms to obtain information about a travel destination.
Design/methodology/approach — Applying an analysis to 13,243 tourists from 19 European countries,
a binomial logit analysis was carried out with the latest version of the SPSS statistical analysis program.
Findings — The use of Expedia and Booking.com has a positive effect on the use of sharing economy
platforms to obtain information about travel destinations. However, it can also be observed how the use of
Google, Facebook, tour operators and travel agencies, airlines and Twitter can have a negative effect.
Practical implications — The study provides interesting recommendations for destinations to be able to
design better marketing strategies which focus on cognitive components of the destination image in
different information sources.

Originality/value — Tourists search for information that helps them make better decisions when it comes
to choosing a travel destination and they do so using different channels that have evolved over time. The
proliferation of internet platforms has transformed the way tourists search for information and
consequently the way the secondary image of destination is formed. The sharing economy plays an
important role in this new tourism ecosystem. These new business models, based on platforms, coexist
with other traditional information sources, tour operators and travel agencies and airlines. However,
previous studies have not inquired about the relationship between them all.
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

The internet has radically transformed the tourists’ search for information (Baggio and Del
Chiappa, 2014), playing an increasingly important role in destination choice (Almeida-
Santana and Moreno-Gil, 2017; Manap and Adzharudin, 2013). As, user-generated content
(UGC) on the internet significantly and quickly influences destination image (Herrero and
San Martin, 2017). This new scenario leads to a new digital tourism ecosystem where
platforms are struggling to win the battle to capture the attention of tourists. Nowadays,
traditional information sources compete with online travel agencies, comparators and
search engines, new non-tourism companies and sharing economy platforms (Edvardsson
et al, 2010), causing the search for information to become a complex process (David-
Negre et al., 2018). Thus, it is evidence of the importance of the internet and new sources of
information for the promotion of tourist destinations in this new tourism ecosystem
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(Amaro and Duarte, 2017; Hanan and Putit, 2014; Manap and Adzharudin, 2013).
Consequently, destinations have had to adapt to be present online (Fatanti and Suyadnya,
2015; Sigala, 2017) as noted by McKercher and Lui (2014, p. 402), “entry into touristhood
began well before departure”.

Recently, the tourism sector has been subject to a significant change because of the
emergence of sharing economy platforms. The proliferation of these platforms has
transformed the tourism ecosystem. The sharing economy has emerged as an alternative of
suppliers of goods and services traditionally provided by long-established industries and
driven by the development and proliferation of platforms (Schor, 2016). Since its inception,
the tourism industry has presented itself as one of the sectors that has allowed itself to grow
more and in which it has had a greater impact. In several tourism areas it is possible to find
platforms that are intermediaries in all types of services (Airbnb, Couchsurfing,
ToursByLocals, EatWith and SocialCar among many others).

Most previous studies analyze the impact of the internet and social media on travel
planning, and destination management and promotion (Leung et al., 2013). The sharing
economy has also been analyzed through the consumer behaviour, through legal and
financial implications and through how it transforms destinations, business models or
platforms in particular (Belk, 2014; Cheng, 2016; Decrop et al., 2018; Guttentag, 2013;
Lamberton and Rose, 2012; Mdhimann, 2015; Zervas et al., 2014). However, the influence
of the use of different sources of information on the use of the sharing economy has not
been studied. Furthermore, few studies analyze the latest generation of information sources
and include as many European countries as the present study.

Bearing in mind the above, the aim of this study is to provide destinations’ policymakers
with information on how destinations should effectively design their marketing strategies, in
the new digital tourism ecosystem, depending on the relationship between tourists* use of
traditional operators, online travel agencies (OTAs), such as Booking.com and Expedia,
comparators, tour operators and traditional travel agencies, airlines, new non-tourist
companies such as Google and the use of sharing economy platforms to obtain information
about a travel destination.

To this end, this article unfolds as follows. In Section 2, we explain the main theoretical
contributions around the sharing economy. In Sections 3 and 4, we explain the
methodology used and the results obtained, ending with a discussion, conclusions in
Sections 4 and 5, the main limitations of the present study and some suggestions for future
lines of research.

2. Literature review
2.1 Information sources, formation destination image and destination choice

Prior to departing on holidays, tourists can decide based on a wide variety of destination
choices. If tourists have previously visited the destination, they appeal to their own past
experiences (primary images) to choose from. However, if they have not previously visited
the destination (Kim et al., 2007; Leung et al., 2013; Schmallegger and Carson, 2008), the
first thing they should do is to learn about each of them (secondary image) from external
information sources (Phelps, 1986; Xiang et al., 2014). Firstly, they search for information
regarding destinations, evaluate and form an image to then finally decide on one. Therefore,
the destination decision process is directly related to the image formed before traveling
from cognitive, affective and conative components (Gartner, 1994). This study focuses on
cognitive elements, which can be created consciously by companies or destinations
through controlled marketing campaigns (induced images) or created in an uncontrolled
way through news, movies, etc. (organic images) (Gunn, 1972).
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According to Gartner (1994), there are different agents that affect the formation of the image
and that have different effects on tourists: traditional advertising (radio, TV, advertising
posters, brochures and specialized magazines) try to influence directly; information
provided by agents with no direct link to the destination, but with great interest in the
decision (tour operators, wholesalers); a well-known spokesperson who attracts attention
and increases credibility; when the spokesperson has no direct link to the destination but
contributes through familiarization visits (articles, reports, stories); information received
through documentaries, films, news, etc. and on which the destination usually does not
have control; information received by friends, relatives, etc. without having been requested;
information requested from friends, relatives, etc.; information acquired through previous
trips to the destination. It is therefore patent, the importance of the information sources on
image formation and, therefore, on the choice of destinations in justifying the need to go
further into this topic. Furthermore, nowadays, destination image can be shaped strongly by
the internet (Herrero and San Martin, 2017).

2.2 Proliferation of the internet: its impact on destination choice

The internet is part of our day-to-day life, it allows us to share and search for information,
transforming the way of communicating between destinations and tourists (Kietzmann et al.,
2011) and giving more power to the tourists as they have ceased to be passive agents (Li
and Wang, 2011; Thevenot, 2007). Now, tourists share photos, videos and comments and
they are informed through what others share, feeling identified, which has a direct effect on
destination image and consequently on destination choice (Casald et al, 2011).
Furthermore, this new ecosystem also allows destinations to better understand what tourists
are looking for (Dellarocas, 2003). Thus, the importance of the internet in general as a
means to plan trips (Leung et al., 2013) and social media in particular as the new word of
mouth (Murphy et al., 2007), generating a very extensive network of “friends”, is highlighted.

There is no doubt that more and more the internet is used to search for information (Pan
et al., 2007; Xiang and Gretzel, 2010), acquiring great importance in this stage of the
customer’s journey (Almeida-Santana and Moreno-Gil, 2017). Past research already has
highlighted the importance of social media in tourism (Leung et al., 2013; Litvin et al., 2008)
and specifically during the travel planning phase (Cox et al, 2009; Lo et al, 2011;
Tussyadiah et al., 2011; Yoo and Gretzel, 2010). Previously, the behaviour of tourists in
relation to the search for information through traditional information sources has been
studied, whereas there are fewer studies applying such research to the new sources of
information online (Almeida-Santana and Moreno-Gil, 2017).

2.3 New digital ecosystem: the role of the sharing economy

We are immersed in a digital ecosystem (Srineck, 2016), in which the role played by digital
platforms connecting activity is increasingly important. Thus, digital platforms have been
defined as a complete ecosystem which allows users to perform a series of activities,
facilitating the creation and value capture (Kenney and Zysman, 2015). In the new tourist
ecosystem, traditional operators compete with OTAs, such as Booking.com and Expedia,
comparators, tour operators and traditional travel agencies, airlines, new non-tourist
companies like Google and sharing economy platforms (Edvardsson et al., 2010).

The term “sharing economy” comprises different kinds of relationships and actions by
individuals and organizations on the internet. It is not a homogeneous phenomenon but
includes different modalities of exchange and interaction between individuals. The sharing
economy has been integrated into the internet through platforms, such as Airbnb,
Homeaway, Coachsurfing, Wikitravel, Tripadvisor and Wikipedia. Those platforms are
experimenting an unstoppable growth (Drahokoupil and Fabo, 2016; Heo, 2016), and it
seems that in the future it will continue to grow (Heo, 2016). Because of this, there have
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been several recent lines of research in the literature. On the one hand, the reasons why
customers use this type of services have been explored in the literature (Hamari, Sjoklint
and Ukkonen, 2016). On the other hand, there is a group of researches that analyze the
impact of the sharing economy in a specific sector (Reinhold and Dolnicar, 2018; Zervas
et al, 2014), the global problems of the platform economy (Malhotra and van Alstyne, 2014),
possible situations of racial problems (Edelman and Luca, 2014). Finally, the type of job that
is being appeared by the development of sharing economy has been the focus of some
publications (Aloisi, 2016; Codagnone et al., 2016).

However, academic research about sharing economy is still in its early stages (Drahokoupil
and Fabo, 2016; Heinrichs, 2013). The literature has not studied yet the interaction and
relationship of the sharing economy in relation with the rest of the traditional tourism
intermediaries and the new websites in the digital economy. Otherwise, empirical studies in
this context have not taken the new sharing platforms into consideration (Breidbach and
Brodie, 2017). Thus, more research about the sharing economy in the tourism sector is
needed.

This paper analyses if the use of traditional information sources and digital platforms
induces the use of sharing economy platforms to search for information about a travel
destination. This is important to better understand how tourists use the sharing economy,
depending on their search patterns. Thus, the contribution of this study resides in a better
understanding of the relationship between the traditional information sources use of the
tourists, the use of different new tourism services platforms and their sharing economy
platforms use.

3. Methodology
3.1 Population

Europe remains the largest outbound region for tourist flows in the world, a region that
generates more than half of the annual international arrivals (UNWTO, 2019). Therefore, the
target population of this study was tourists, aged 16 and over, who had travelled abroad
during the past two years and who had used the internet for planning their holidays. The
study includes tourists from the 19 major European countries in tourist terms: Germany,
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Spain, Russia, Finland, France, Ireland, ltaly, Luxembourg,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, The Netherlands, UK, Czech Republic, Sweden and Switzerland.

3.2 Sample selection

A computer-assisted web interview was undertaken, considering a sample of the 19 countries
mentioned, chosen from a database of panelists owned by a professional survey company in
each country. To maintain the representativeness of the sample with the population of each
country, a random selection of the same was made based on the variables of stratification of
geographical area and province on the one hand and on the other hand of the criteria of
gender and age. Only people who have previously travelled abroad were considered. A more
detailed breakdown of the characteristics of the sample is shown in Table .

The selected sample was sent a personalized e-mail inviting them to participate in the
study, embedded in the malil itself was a personalized link that led them to the online survey.
To ensure the expected number of completed surveys, during the three months of fieldwork
in these countries, two reminders were sent to encourage response. The final sample was
13,243 tourists.

3.3 Questionnaire, quality control and data analysis

To achieve the proposed objectives, the questionnaire asked tourists open questions
on the platforms used for planning their holidays and booking their accommodation.
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Table | Participants profile

Variables Total tourists (%)
Age

From 16 to 24 1522 11.50
From 25 to 30 1751 13.20
From 31 to 45 4415 33.30
From 46 to 60 3823 28.90
Older than 60 1732 13.10
Gender

Male 6233 47.10
Female 7010 52.90
Nationality

Austria 672 5.10
Belgium 654 4.90
Czech Republic 770 5.80
Denmark 701 5.30
Finland 923 7.00
France 719 5.40
Germany 737 5.60
Netherlands 740 5.60
Ireland 611 4.60
Italy 881 6.70
Luxembourg 161 1.20
Norway 718 5.40
Poland 670 5.10
Portugal 762 5.80
Russia 762 5.80
Spain 711 5.40
Sweden 693 5.20
Switzerland 611 4.60
UK 747 5.60

In particular, they were asked to indicate (open question) the internet websites they
had consulted (social media, comparators, OTAs and other tourism services
platforms consulted) — “In what platforms or websites did you search for information to
choose your last holidays?” In addition, socio-demographic variables were also
included.

The questionnaire was translated into the languages of each country analyzed. Once
the questionnaire was pre-tested in the language of the potential tourists, and the
pertinent corrections made to the questions that raised comprehension difficulties,
the interviews were carried out. Once the fieldwork was completed, the
corresponding quality controls were applied: the online system, after being
programmed, revised the interviews conducted and detected how long the
participants took to answer the survey. All surveys answered in less than 3 min were
not accepted as valid. Additionally, 10 per cent back-checks and authentication of
the respondent interviewed were realized. After completing the fieldwork, a binomial
logit analysis was carried out with the latest version of the SPSS statistical analysis
program. In this case, a logit model based on the theory of random utility was chosen.
This model is especially appropriate when working with endogenous binary qualitative
variables in the tourism field, irrespective of the availability of other statistical
techniques (Alegre and Cladera, 2006; Barros and Assaf, 2012; Perales, 2002). The
use of this model guarantees robustness in the estimated results and the fulfillment of
the properties of the conventional utility functions established by the theory of the
consumer.
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4. Results

We have taken a binomial logit regression model with the used of sharing economy
platforms (Airbnb, Homeaway, Coachsurfing, Wikitravel, Tripadvisor and Wikipedia) to
choose a travel destination as the dependent variable. As explanatory variables of this
model, as well as the sources of information used, including Expedia, Booking.com, tour
operators and travel agencies, airlines, traditional information sources, Google, Facebook
and Twitter, various socio-demographic variables, such as age, gender, studies and
income were added.

Table Il summarizes the results obtained in the estimation of the suggested model. The
OTAs used by tourists to find information regarding their holiday destination have an
influence in the decision of use of a sharing economy platform. More specifically, the
regression model determined that the use of Expedia (0.866) and Booking.com (0.698)
have a direct and positive effect on the use of sharing economy platforms to obtain
information about travel destinations, influencing consequently the destination image. This
could be related to the fact that OTAs could be framed by tourists in the same business
model as the sharing economy platforms and that they tend to converge and with their
differences becoming smaller each time. Those results are in line with the study of David-
Negre et al. (2018), which demonstrates the relationship between sharing economy
platforms, specifically Airbnb and OTAs like Booking.com, through the demand side.

However, it can also be observed how the use of Google (—0.537) and Facebook (—0.500)
has a negative effect on the use of sharing economy platforms. This may be because of the
fact that this type of sources is frequently used in the inspirational stage (pre-reservation
phase). This result reinforces the idea held by David-Negre et al. (2018), who affirmed that
sharing economy platforms are not highly connected with Google and Facebook.

On the contrary, the model determined that, as happened with Google and Facebook, the
use of tour operators and travel agencies (—0.791) and airlines (—0.209), to obtain
information about the travel destination, has a negative influence on the use of sharing
economy platforms. It can be confirmed that these information sources are direct
competitors of sharing economy platforms as they all are frequently used in the reservation
stage.

The use of traditional operators and Instagram is not significant in explaining the use of
sharing economy platforms. Additionally, a negative relationship between the use of Twitter

Table Il Estimated binomial logit model

Sharing economy
Variables B &
Expedia 0.866*** 0.107
Booking.com 0.698*** 0.064
Tour operators and travel agencies —0.791*** 0.063
Airlines —0.209** 0.098
Traditional operators - -
Google —0.537*** 0.065
Facebook —0.500*** 0.086
Twitter —0.409** 0.225
Instagram - -
Age —0.285*** 0.022
Gender 0.031*** 0.010
Education 0.230*** 0.026
Income 0.359*** 0.029
Constant —2.192+** 0.127
—2 log likelihood 10,749.059

Notes: ***: 0.01%; **:0.05%; *0.10%
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(—0.409) and the use of sharing economy platforms can be observed. In the case of
traditional operators, they seem to be more general sources that do not encourage the use
of sharing economy platforms. In the case of Instagram and Twitter, although they have
been quite well named by tourists, they are not the best intermediaries among tourists and
platforms (David-Negre et al., 2018). These platforms (leaders in microblogging, photo
sharing and travel guides) may have an important role in the inspiration stage, and then
again for searching specific information about the destination once the decision has been
made. However, it seems their use is not so widespread to connect with other sharing
economy platforms.

With regard to the rest of the variables introduced in the model, we came across the
following results. Concerning the age of tourists, the younger the tourist (—0.031), the higher
the chance of using sharing economy platforms. This may be explained by the fact that
younger people, given their unique characteristics (Soares et al., 2017), are more likely to
use the internet to search for information. This result reinforces the idea held by Eastman
and lyer (2004), who affirmed that age is an important factor in explaining consumers’
attitudes toward internet use. Furthermore, this result is in line with the findings of Bilgihan
et al. (2014), who confirm that generation Y is heavy user of a wide variety of digital
platforms. In the same way, Bilgihan (2016) highlighted the importance of digital marketing
for young customers as they are heavy online shoppers.

Furthermore, gender has a positive and direct relationship with the use of sharing economy
platforms (0.031) as demonstrated by Beldona et al. (2011), who emphasized that gender is
a significant differentiator between channels in terms of use of travel information. These
findings are in line with the work of Schor et al. (2016) who demonstrate how practices of
consumption, differ by gender. Those results confirm that compared to males, female
internet users are more likely to use sharing economy platforms.

The results showed that the tourists’ level of studies influences the use of sharing economy
platforms (0.230). This finding is in line with the previous literature, for instance Weber and
Roehl (1999), Morrisonn et al. (2001) and Vrechopoulos et al. (2001) demonstrate that the
higher the study level, the greater the use of online booking. Consumers with higher
education tend to spend more money and time online (Card et al., 2003). Furthermore,
Lieber and Syverson (2012) show that education is a predictive factor for internet use, with
advanced educational levels being associated with higher probabilities of going online.

Meanwhile, the higher the tourists’ income (0.359), the greater is the chance that they will
use sharing economy platforms. This could be because of the higher probability of
travelling overall. Indeed, this result conforms with past research studies, such as those of
Weber and Roehl (1999), Lohse et al. (2000) and Lu et al. (2003).

5. Conclusion

The purpose of this study is to understand the relationship between tourists’ use of
information sources, such as Expedia, Booking.com, comparators, search engines and
online travel agencies, tour operators and travel agencies, airlines, traditional sources
of information, Google, Facebook and Twitter, in the use of sharing economy platforms
to search for information to decide the destination to travel to. The main goal is to try to
shed light on the relationship between the use of traditional sources of information,
social media and other online platforms and those platforms framed within the so-called
sharing economy. To meet the research goals, data from 19 European countries were
used. The present study contributes to the literature on the sharing economy, where
little attention has been paid to its relationship with the other platforms (traditional and
non-tourist).

It has been shown that the use of certain platforms, such as Expedia and Booking.com, has
a direct and positive effect on the use of the sharing economy platforms. However, the use
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of platforms, such as Google, Facebook, travel agencies, tour operators and airlines to
obtain information about the travel destination, discourages the use of sharing economy
platforms. This shows us that there are travellers who use the sources of information
analyzed only in some phases of the decision-making process. In the case of Google and
Facebook, it seems that they are used in the inspiration stage. In the case of travel
agencies, tour operators and airlines, it can be confirmed that they are direct competitors of
the sharing economy platforms.

In the case of traditional operators, they seem to be more general sources that do not
encourage the use of sharing economy platforms. With respect to Instagram and Twitter, it
can be concluded that they do not have a connecting role with the sharing economy
platforms.

On the contrary, the practical implications are obvious, because the understanding of the
differences raised in the impact of information sources used by tourists, in the use of
sharing economy platforms, implies different marketing strategies, allowing the destinations
to enhance their competitiveness. Thus, destination organizations and managers of
companies operating in the sector could maximize their available resources for tourism
promotion and could also establish possible joint marketing strategies to try to influence on
the destination image.

Among the limitations of this study we can cite the sampling selection process. With
respect to future areas of research, the incorporation of other digital information sources
of recent great growth stands out, as well as the incorporation of other variables such as
the motivations of tourists when travelling that could also have an influence on the use, or
not, of these sharing economy platforms. Differences between nationalities should also
be taken into consideration, as it could be a tool that allows designing different strategies
for different countries in Europe. In addition, an empirical study that proves the
relationship of these new business models in the formation of the image of destinations is
proposed.
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