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Abstract 

 

Purpose—With social exchange theory as a basis, this article seeks a better 

understanding of advice processes in online travel communities, which offer crucial 

advice for travelers’ decisions. It also predicts that relational capital variables 

(commitment, reciprocity perceptions) moderate the main relationships.  

Design/methodology/approach—Data from a web survey of 456 users of online travel 

communities affirm the scale’s validity and provide the input for structural equation 

modeling and multisample analyses of the hypotheses. 

Findings—Higher levels of commitment reinforce the effect of following past advice on 

passive and active participation intentions. Users’ perceptions of reciprocity in the 

community strengthen the influence of following past advice on active participation. 

However, a high level of reciprocity causes users following past advice to reduce their 

intentions to continue following that advice. 

Practical implications—Management tactics should specify active and passive 

participation in online travel communities. Specifically, to encourage the creation of high-

quality new content, community managers should create interactive environments marked 

by high levels of reciprocity and commitment. 

Originality/value—This research elucidates the role of relational capital variables in 

advice processes and advances understanding of online travel communities. 

Keywords—online travel community, advice, active participation, passive 

participation, relational capital, moderation analysis 
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Reciprocity and commitment in online travel communities 

 

1. Introduction 

Online travel communities such as TripAdvisor are incomparable in their ability to 

facilitate exchanges of knowledge among consumers (e.g., Casaló et al., 2011; Lee et al., 

2014; Sigala, 2012). Travelers share their travel experiences and offer advice and 

assistance (Bilgihan et al., 2014); other consumers can readily read these contents using 

internal search engines and effective content categorization (e.g., price category, kind of 

traveler), often for free. Therefore, each visitor can read all others’ comments, as well as 

participate in and contribute to the community by creating new content and sharing 

experiences that may guide other members’ travel decisions. 

Previous studies confirm that online review sites provide important information for 

tourism product purchases and that advice shared within these communities increasingly 

affects customer spending (Casaló et al., 2015; Hsiao et al., 2013; Liu and Park, 2015). 

The online travel communities represent a helpful, interactive reference group that 

consumers can turn to when they need to obtain and share valuable information (Guo and 

Zhou, 2017; Malinen, 2015). Loyalty to online communities also influences members’ 

travel decisions (Casaló et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2004). Thus online travel communities 

are critical for both travel inspiration and planning (Google, 2016), and an astounding 

95% of consumers read reviews before booking (Travel Statistics for Tour Operators, 

2017), while 59% of travelers say online sites exert the most influence over their decisions 

(Deloitte, 2015). In turn, research attention has centered on the role of technologies and 

social media in the online travel and tourism sector (for reviews, see Law et al., 2014; 

Serra and Salvi, 2014; Ukpabi and Karjaluoto, 2017).  
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Yet unlike brand communities—which establish structured relationships among the 

admirers of a brand (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001)—or social commerce applications that 

rely on social media to facilitate e-commerce transactions and activities (Liang and 

Turban, 2011), online travel communities are unique, in that users’ interest in a particular 

consumption activity is what gives sense to the community. Consumers on these advice-

sharing platforms prefer informal, personal communication sources, rather than formal 

and organizational sources (Bansal and Voyer, 2000), because they consider their peers 

more objective (Kozinets, 2002), with nothing to gain from directing the consumer’s 

subsequent actions (Schiffman and Kanuk, 1997). However, if high quality contents are 

not available, the survival of such communities would be questionable (Zhu et al., 2016).  

Therefore, to extend prior studies that focus on how reviews influence consumers’ 

travel decisions (Ukpabi and Karjaluoto, 2017), this article explores the social exchange 

process that causes users to function as passive or active participants in the community, 

which ultimately may help ensure community success. According to social exchange 

theory (Blau, 1964), the decision to interact with others stems from a utilitarian 

assessment of how to maximize rewards and minimize the costs of social interactions 

(Shiau and Luo, 2012). This theory can explain users’ behaviors on online social 

platforms, such as adding new friends in Facebook (Sheldon, 2015), participating in 

group buying (Shiau and Luo, 2012), or playing social games (Huang et al., 2018). 

Notably, the rewards derived from social exchanges are not necessarily extrinsic or 

economic but also may be intrinsic and symbolic (e.g., praise, respect, self-esteem) (Blau, 

1964; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Because the value of an online travel community 

can be obtained only through interactions with others, users’ participation represents a 

form of social behavior, based on mutual reinforcement (Cook and Rice, 2003). The 

resulting system of communal relationships rests on group gains, rather than dyadic, 
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interpersonal exchanges (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). As a communal relationship, 

travel communities provide value and support users’ individual welfare non-contingently, 

with the hope that recipients of value similarly would be responsive and behave 

communally if others’ needs arise in the future (Clark and Mills, 2011).  

Moreover, advice sharing in such communities is never static, such that it evolves 

according to social dynamics and information cascades (Liu et al., 2016). A user looking 

at reviews of a hotel in Booking may find a complaint and the hotel’s response; after 

staying at the hotel, the user might add to the discussion by contributing his or her opinion. 

In the absence of formal norms regulating these exchanges (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 

2005), users’ past experiences with and perceptions of community dynamics and social 

practices likely determine their future actions toward that community (Wan et al., 2017), 

including their intentions to follow or give advice.  

To clarify this process, the current study considers relational capital, or the affective 

nature of the relationships that link a social group (Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Relational 

capital is a fundamental asset of online communities (Zhao et al., 2012), but previous 

studies have not established a clear pattern of its influence on users’ participation. Some 

authors argue that perceived reciprocity directly affects levels of participation in a 

community (e.g., Wang and Fesenmaier, 2004); other works fail to find this direct effect 

empirically (e.g., Wasko and Faraj, 2005; Wiertz and De Ruyter, 2007). Analogously, 

some studies indicate a positive link between commitment and participation (e.g., Wiertz 

and De Ruyter, 2007; Xiang et al., 2018), but others assert a non-significant relationship 

(e.g., Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Noting these contradictory results, and with social 

exchange theory as a basis, perceived reciprocity and commitment may exert moderating 

rather than direct causal effects on participation. Considering the relevance of maintaining 
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social activity and updated information in an online travel community, to attain the value 

of relational capital, this study pursues two main research objectives: 

− To clarify the relationship between users’ decision to follow the advice of the 

online travel community in the past and future intentions to follow advice (passive 

participation) or give advice (active participation). 

− To evaluate the possible moderating effects of relational capital (i.e., commitment 

to and perceived reciprocity in the community) in these relationships.  

Accordingly, the next section presents the hypotheses formulation. The subsequent 

section describes the data collection process and methodology. After detailing the main 

findings, this article outlines their managerial implications, limitations, and lines for 

further research. 

2. Literature review and hypotheses development 

2.1 Direct effects: Following advice from the community  

Social exchange theory states that behavior that generates positive consequences is 

likely to be repeated (Cook and Rice, 2003). Content in online travel communities is a 

valuable resource that benefits users by granting them information about a relevant 

consumption experience from peers, who generally represent trustworthy information 

sources (Kozinets, 2002; Zhu et al., 2016). Peer consumers usually have similar views of 

the world, value systems, consumption preferences and experiences, expectations of 

satisfaction, and behavioral patterns (Silys, 2010). Consumers who base their purchase 

decisions on information generated by fellow consumers in online communities perceive 

these recommendations as valuable (Kozinets, 2002; Janrai and Blue Research, 2013; Zhu 

et al., 2016), and thus, they continue to consume content from the community. In addition, 

a behavioral pattern based on task repetition, such as continually following the advice of 

an online community, leads to future intentions to replicate that behavior (Belanche et al., 
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2017). Thus, consumers who have followed advice before should continue following 

advice they obtain in future visits to the online travel community. Accordingly,  

H1: Following past advice of the online travel community to follow advice 

positively influences members’ intentions to follow advice in the future. 

Similar to other online networks (e.g., open source communities, Casaló et al., 

2009), travel communities rely on social exchange systems that provide for group gains 

(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). The benefits (e.g., advice, information) get combined 

into a single common “pot” that users may visit to get the resources they need, regardless 

of their particular contributions (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). The ubiquity and 

accessibility of online platforms also means that a single piece of advice, which involves 

minimal costs (e.g., writing a short review, clicking on star ratings), may be of tremendous 

help for many peers. According to social exchange theory, users recognize the value of 

obtaining advice from the community and thus respond with gratitude (Cropanzano and 

Mitchell, 2005), such that the previous interaction with the community serves as a 

relational cue (Cook and Rice, 2003). Users also likely are aware of the potential benefits 

they could obtain from future participation in the community, including helping others 

make good decisions, contributing to a community that has previously benefitted the user, 

and being recognized for their contributions—all elements that previous research 

identifies as motives for users to share their experiences in online tourism communities 

(e.g., Munar and Jacobsen, 2014). Thus, even if giving advice invokes costs (e.g., time 

and effort to write a comment), the benefits of it may encourage users to contribute to the 

group gain.  

H2: Following past advice of an online travel community positively influences 

members’ intentions to give advice in the future. 

2.2 Moderating Effects of Commitment and Perceived Reciprocity 
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Relational capital is an element of social capital, referring to identification and 

social processes that provide networking motivations (Dholakia et al., 2004). These group 

processes appear in both tightly and loosely bounded communities, because of the 

existence of indirect interrelationships (i.e., a favor does not need to be returned to the 

same person but instead may benefit the community; Anagnostakis and Greenwald, 2004; 

Zghaibeh and Harmantzis, 2007), sometimes among heterogeneous or anonymous agents 

(Aggarwal et al., 2016; Kobayashi, 2010). Social capital in turn has important effects on 

behavior within a community, because its sustainability depends on the development and 

maintenance of long-term relationships (Wiertz and De Ruyter, 2007). Although based 

on personal and group gains (Gillies and Edwards, 2006), social capital also needs to be 

reinforced in the absence of formal norms or coercive power regulating an exchange 

(Cook and Rice, 2003). Previous literature proposes two general approaches to measure 

relational capital: (1) an individual perspective, represented by the importance that an 

individual member assigns to his or her relationships with the other members and 

attachment to the community, conventionally measured as commitment to the community; 

and (2) a group perspective, represented by general expectations that the group is willing 

to help other members, usually measured as perceived reciprocity in the community 

(Wasko and Faraj, 2005; Wiertz and De Ruyter, 2007). In accordance with this 

categorization, the current study focuses on these two variables to explain the process by 

which users following advice decide on their future participation in the online 

community. Commitment is a psychological force or attachment between parties, which 

leads to a desire to maintain a relationship (Nusair et al., 2013); reciprocity refers to a 

sense of mutual indebtedness (Wasko and Faraj, 2005), such that that people “should help 

those who have helped them by returning equivalent benefits” (Wiertz and De Ruyter, 

2007, p.352).  
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Previous literature further suggests that highly committed members to an online 

community develop stronger intentions to visit it subsequently (e.g., Belanche et al., 

2010). In repeated, utilitarian social exchanges (Cook and Rice, 2003), committed 

members likely return to the same online travel community after obtaining and following 

advice from it previously, with less consideration or attention paid to other alternatives. 

In this version of loyal behavior toward the online travel community (Nusair et al., 2013), 

more committed users remember following the advice in the past, then likely consider 

following the advice from that community in the future, more so than would less 

committed members.  

In addition, highly committed members are more motivated to work for the 

community’s survival and assign more importance to the value they gain from the 

community. They have developed knowledge about the costs and benefits of social 

exchanges in that community, so these members work to ensure that the shared benefits 

of mutual advice do not disappear in the future (Cook and Rice, 2003). Similar to 

commitment to organizations (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), their previous experience 

leads committed users to recognize the intrinsic benefits of contributing to the 

community. Their contributions likely take the form of expending time and effort to create 

content for the online travel community—that is, giving advice to other members. 

Because greater levels of commitment might reinforce the links proposed in H1 and H2, 

a moderating hypothesis follows: 

H3: The positive effects of following past advice on future intentions to (a) follow 

advice and (b) give advice are greater for users with greater commitment than for 

users with lesser commitment to the online travel community.  

Reciprocity also is a key dimension to understand and stimulate social exchanges 

(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). In the absence of clear transactional norms, perceptions 
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of reciprocity offer inferred moral rules that guide interdependent behaviors across users 

(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Greater reciprocity might take the form of increased 

activity to exchange information among members (Casaló, 2008). The environment 

created by an online tourism community helps users learn from existing questions and 

answers, comments, and responses, which motivates people to use and contribute to the 

relationship-based community (Zaglia, 2013). In contrast with commercial or transaction-

based relationships, information exchanges in communities exhibit a communal 

orientation, such that users feel responsible for others’ welfare (Hatfield and Rapson, 

2012). A positive experience by participants who have followed advice in the past gets 

reinforced if they also observe higher levels of reciprocity in the community, because 

increased availability of helpful information serves to benefit all members. Perceptions 

of greater reciprocity thus could signal a higher level of collectivism by the group, relative 

to other communities that reveal lower levels of reciprocity. Thus, users who start to 

connect to the community and perceive a higher level of reciprocity should tend to 

heighten their intentions to participate in the future, by both following and giving advice.  

Although reciprocity is a universally accepted principle, the degree to which it gets 

applied varies, especially in communal relationships in which returning a favor is not a 

contingent exchange (Clark and Mills, 2011). Social exchange theory predicts that 

people’s perceptions of reciprocity shape their expectations and willingness to cooperate 

in relational exchanges (Cotterell et al., 1992). The principle of reciprocity, if perceived 

as relevant, may induce a sense of moral obligation (Cotterell et al., 1992), or how one 

should behave to benefit the community (Clark and Mills, 2011; Cropanzano and 

Mitchell, 2005). If motivated by higher perceptions of reciprocity, members who have 

obtained valuable information in the past should tend to share their own advice in the 

community if they have the chance. Therefore, the last hypothesis predicts: 
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H4: The positive effects of following past advice on future intentions to (a) follow 

advice and (b) give advice are greater when perceived reciprocity in the online 

travel community is higher than when perceived reciprocity is lower.  

Figure 1 summarizes the proposed model.  

INSERT FIGURE 1  

3. Method 

3.1 Data Collection 

A web survey collected the data for this study, following common practices in 

research on online communities (e.g., Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006; Flavián and Guinalíu, 

2006; Leung et al., 2015). Suggestions proposed by Illum et al. (2010) informed the 

development of the web survey, to make the most of the benefits of this method (e.g., 

reduced length, anonymity guarantees).  

To obtain responses, several posts appeared on heavily trafficked online travel 

communities, with links to the research website. This approach produced 456 valid 

questionnaires (after eliminating atypical cases, repeated responses, and incomplete 

questionnaires). Most respondents were between the ages of 25 and 34 years (42.7%), 35 

and 44 years (21.9%), or 24 years or younger (21.7%). The gender composition was 

48.2% male and 51.8% female, and 69.5% of the total sample had completed at least some 

university education. 

In line with Roberts et al.’s (2003) calls for investigations of actual behaviors, 

respondents could choose the online travel community they would analyze. The only 

requirement was that they had used this community in the past year; all the communities 

selected represented online consumption communities, rather than brand communities, 

and provided tools for members to write and read content about travel and tourism-related 

activities (e.g., Tripadvisor, Thorn Tree, Travellerspoint). Next, respondents answered 
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the questionnaire. All scales (see the Appendix) are based on self-reported measures and 

use seven-point Likert-type response formats (1 = “completely disagree” to 7 = 

“completely agree”). 

3.2 Measure Validation 

The initial set of items to measure the latent constructs came from an in-depth 

review of relevant literature pertaining to e-marketing, tourism, and online communities. 

The measures were inspired by previous scales that assess people’s behaviors in online 

travel communities, such as following advice (Casaló et al., 2011) and intentions to 

contribute information (i.e., give advice in the future) or consume others’ content (i.e., 

follow advice in the future) (Belanche et al., 2010; Ridings et al., 2002), and commitment 

to and perceived reciprocity in the community (Wiertz and De Ruyter, 2007). An 

extensive review helped ensure the content validity of the scales.  

To confirm the dimensional structure of the scales, this study used confirmatory 

factor analysis in the statistical software EQS 6.1. According to the check of the 

standardized coefficients, which must be greater than 0.7 (Henseler et al., 2010), only one 

item from the future intentions to follow advice scale needed to be eliminated. The levels 

of convergence, R-square values, and model fit were acceptable (χ2 = 143.991, 55 d.f., p 

< 0.000; Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square = 72.5287, 55 d.f., p = 0.05672; normed fit 

index [NFI] = 0.979; non-normed fit index [NNFI] = 0.993; confirmatory fit index [CFI] 

= 0.993; incremental fit index [IFI] = 0.995; root mean square error of approximation 

[RMSEA] = 0.026; 90% confidence interval [CI] [0.000, 0.042]). To assess construct 

reliability, this study used a composite reliability (CR) indicator (Jöreskog, 1971), for 

which the values were above the suggested minimum of 0.65 (Steenkamp and Geyskens, 

2006), as Table 1 shows. The test for convergent validity checked that (1) the factor 

loadings of the confirmatory model were statistically significant (at 0.01) and higher than 
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0.5 (Steenkamp and Geyskens, 2006) and (2) the items that compose a scale contained 

less than 50% error variance and converged on only one construct (Fornell and Larcker, 

1981), such that the average variance extracted (AVE) values were greater than 0.5 (Table 

1). The test for discriminant validity (Table 1) revealed that each construct shared more 

variance with its own measures than with the other constructs in the model (Wiertz and 

De Ruyter, 2007).  

Table 1. Construct Reliability, Convergent Validity, and Discriminant Validity 

Construct (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) CR AVE 

Following past advice (1) 0.893     0.940 0.797 

Future intentions to follow advice (2) 0.585 0.930    0.927 0.865 

Future intentions to give advice (3) 0.625 0.626 0.836   0.820 0.699 

Commitment to the community (4) 0.680 0.356 0.505 0.920  0.917 0.847 

Perceived reciprocity (5) 0.801 0.425 0.558 0.739 0.867 0.901 0.752 

Note: Diagonal elements (in bold) are the square roots of the AVE (variance shared 

between the constructs and their measures). Off-diagonal elements are the correlations 

among constructs. To ensure discriminant validity, diagonal values should be greater 

than off-diagonal ones (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). 

4. Results 

The tests of the hypotheses relied on a structural equation model. The results 

confirm H1 and H2 at the 0.01 significance level: Following past advice from the online 

travel community positively affects intentions to follow advice (γ = 0.601, p < 0.01) and 

give advice (γ = 0.662, p < 0.01) in the future. The model fit is acceptable (χ2 = 116.241, 

18 d.f., p < 0.000; Satorra-Bentler scaled χ2 = 58.5652, 18 d.f., p < 0.000; NFI = 0.972; 

NNFI = 0.970; CFI = 0.980; IFI = 0.980; RMSEA = 0.070; 90% CI [0.051, 0.091]), except 

for the χ2 statistic. This issue is common in marketing research that uses structural 
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equation modeling, because the χ2 statistic suffers potential problems (e.g., sample size 

effect) when it comes to evaluating model fit (Bagozzi et al., 1991).  

To assess H3a and H3b (moderating role of commitment), a multisample analysis 

divided the total sample into two groups, according to their level of commitment to the 

online travel community, at the arithmetic mean (García et al., 2008). Around this mean, 

some cases (±½ standard deviation) were eliminated. Other methods also are available to 

test for moderation (e.g., orthogonalization, Little et al., 2007), but multisample analysis 

is used frequently to evaluate differences across groups that form on the basis of 

respondents’ perceptions, to facilitate comparisons among parameters (e.g., Algesheimer 

et al., 2005; Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006; García et al., 2008). For this study, the first 

group consisted of 105 respondents who indicated lower commitment to the online travel 

community; the second group was composed of 192 members who were highly 

committed. By generating an individual structural solution for each group, it was possible 

to identify significant differences between the groups at the 0.05 level for all relationships 

considered (see Table 2). Following advice affected intentions to both follow advice and 

give advice in the future more strongly if the respondents showed greater commitment to 

the online travel community, in support of H3a and H3b.  

Table 2. Multisample Analysis: Commitment to the Community 

Constraints  

Estimated Coefficients  

df 
χ² 

Difference 
Probability 

Low 

Commitment  

High 

Commitment 

Following past advice  

Future intentions to follow 

advice 

0.436a 1.013a 1 7.501 0.006 
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Following past advice  

Future intentions to give 

advice 

0.617a 1.051a 1 4.425 0.035 

a Coefficient significant at p < 0.01. 

The assessments of H4a and H4b (moderating role of perceived reciprocity) used 

the same procedure, with a second multisample analysis. The first group consisted of 137 

respondents who perceived lower levels of reciprocity in the online travel community, 

and the second group contained 174 respondents who perceived higher levels of 

reciprocity. The results in Table 3 indicate significant differences between the groups at 

the 0.01 level, such that the effect of following advice on future intentions to give advice 

is stronger for members who perceive higher levels of reciprocity, in line with social 

exchange theory and H4b. However, contrary to expectations, the effect of following 

advice on intentions to follow advice in the future is not any stronger among users with 

higher levels of reciprocity; instead, it is stronger among the low reciprocity group, in 

contrast with H4a. It appears that users who perceive higher levels of reciprocity stop 

following advice, perhaps because they prefer not to be related to a highly reciprocal 

community. Users who perceive low levels of reciprocity instead tend to continue taking 

advice, which may suggest that information obtained from a website with low reciprocity 

could be regarded as an informational source that everybody can take advantage of for 

free.  

Table 3. Multisample Analysis: Perceived Reciprocity 

Constraints  

Estimated Coefficients  

df 
χ² 

Difference 
Probability 

Low 

Commitment  

High 

Commitment 
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Following past advice  

Future intentions to follow 

advice 

0.790a 0.433a 1 7.597 0.006 

Following past advice  

Future intentions to give 

advice 

0.350b 1.057a 1 11.005 0.001 

a Coefficients significant at 0.01.  

b Coefficients significant at 0.05. 

 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Conclusions 

Unlike previous work that has sought to determine the influence of online 

communities on travel decisions (Casaló et al., 2015; Liu and Park, 2015), this article 

aims to extend academic knowledge by focusing on social processes that are fundamental 

to the survival of such communities. Accordingly, this study explains the principal 

motives for active and passive participation (Munar and Jacobsen, 2014), but it also offers 

theoretical and empirical explanations of the kind of relationships between these 

variables. By applying social exchange theory, this study can address how relational 

capital influences advice dynamics, highlighting the moderating roles of perceived 

reciprocity and commitment. In so doing, this article establishes several notable findings.  

First, when a member has used an online travel community in the past to obtain 

advice, his or her intentions to follow advice in the future also grow. Consumers trust 

others like themselves (e.g., friends, family, online peers) and seek to learn from the 

valuable experiences of these similar others through online consumption communities. 

With this information, consumers can form more precise perceptions and adjust their 

expectations of a possible accommodation, travel service, or destination. The benefits of 

following advice from peer travelers may motivate them to continue using that advice in 
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the future. After obtaining advice, the user also tends to contribute more to the community 

by sharing her or his personal experiences, in the form of new content, motivated by 

feelings of gratitude and the intrinsic benefits of giving advice to the community (e.g. 

help others, being recognized). Therefore, once a consumer has followed advice obtained 

in an online travel community, his or her intentions to create new content in order to give 

advice to others in the future may increase too. 

Second, commitment to the community and perceived reciprocity seem to 

strengthen the effect of previous advice following from an online travel community on 

future intentions to give advice. The direction of these two moderating effect is explained 

by social exchange theory and the nature of these two relational capital variables, oriented 

to maintain the relationship and reciprocate respectively.  

Higher levels of user’s commitment enhance the influence of experienced users on 

their future intentions to follow the advice in the future. Therefore, commitment may help 

develop a critical mass of frequent users guaranteeing the survival of the community (e.g., 

Casaló et al., 2011) However, and against our predictions, higher levels of reciprocity 

damage the effect of following past advice on future intentions to follow the advice, 

revealing that perceived reciprocity thus might be a factor damaging users’ future linkage 

to the community. In a highly reciprocal network-wide system of generalized exchange 

(Wang and Fesenmaier, 2004), following advice in a high extent involves obtaining a 

greater outcome from the group, which may induce perceptions of being over-benefited 

(Steenhaut and Van Kenhove, 2005). Abundant literature explains how individuals 

sometimes avoid social exchanges that are highly reciprocal because they do not want to 

establish a relationship or to avoid social exclusion for not returning favors or not 

participating afterwards (Cotterell et al., 1992). Because of reciprocity is determined by 

expectations, people sometimes seek to “get even”, that is, to avoid being highly benefited 
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or damaged in the exchange (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). In line with this line of 

reasoning, our findings about the role of reciprocity may be explained by moral cleansing 

(e.g., Carlsmith et al., 1969) which proposes that a person performs compensatory 

behaviors when moral self-worth is below acceptable levels. A high level of perceived 

reciprocity might lead to compensatory, moral cleansing behaviors such as creating new 

content or reducing the use of the community for personal benefit to reduce imbalance. 

This finding agrees with results on exchange-based platforms (i.e. Torrent, eMule) 

indicate that reciprocal exchange systems increase cooperative incentives, but the absence 

of give-and-take systems leads to more opportunistic behaviors (Zghaibeh and 

Harmantzis, 2007). 

5.2 Managerial Implications 

From an economic view, online travel communities are valuable for consumers, 

who gain the benefits of improved decisions, but also for firms, which attain broader 

diffusion among potential clients. Recognizing this promise, previous research describes 

communities sponsored by firms as “social dollars” (Manchanda et al., 2015) and seeks 

to specify the economic value of a review, with the recognition that each specific 

comment could have multiplicative effects (Hofmann et al., 2017). The current research 

also might inform such measures of the contributions of relational capital to value 

creation, according to an economic approach. As well, from a teaching perspective that 

usually focuses on how contents stimulate consumer reactions, further attention should 

be paid to social exchange and relational capital variables to help explain the social 

dynamics in online communities.  

The results also suggest that encouraging content creation by users is crucial to 

ensure continuous use of the community (Sibona et al., 2017). This finding is relevant, 

considering research that indicates consumers are not as active online as might have been 
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assumed (Heinonen, 2011). The presence of valuable resources in an online travel 

community (e.g., online reviews about different options; Bilgihan et al., 2014) affects its 

success likelihood (e.g., readers may be willing to visit the community in the future and 

read useful content, as well as create new content). Online travel communities constitute 

experience goods, and sometimes it is difficult to assess their value. User-friendly tools 

thus should be included in community designs, to ensure that visitors can access the 

contents easily and understand the structure of the community website, to assess its real 

value. Similarly, opinion-sharing platforms should facilitate users’ active participation by 

simplifying or eliminating registration processes or asking for reviews at consumers’ 

convenience and from different devices.  

To manage relational capital, community managers should create interactive 

environments with high levels of reciprocity and commitment, which they might do by 

promoting the contents (e.g., placing links in other social networks), encouraging the 

creation of high-quality and new content (e.g., offering prizes, organizing games for 

contributors), or granting more visibility to members who contribute more to the 

community (e.g., rating the usefulness of online reviews). Travel communities could 

apply segmentation criteria that reflect users’ commitment and reciprocity levels, which 

already is a common strategy adopted by online travel services (Wu et al., 2016). The 

positive effects of commitment in particular suggest that community managers should 

seek to develop affective links by increasing the interactions and communication among 

members. Some initiatives even could promote physical, rather than just virtual, meetings 

to encourage members to talk about and share their travel experiences. Such efforts have 

proved effective in brand communities, which reproduce and transmit the meaning of the 

community through rituals and traditions, online and offline (Muñiz and O’Guinn, 2001). 

Allowing users to share content with other customers on different social networking sites 
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also might help attract friends to the online travel community, increasing the ties and links 

across community members. However, a perception of high reciprocity may result in a 

decrease in the community’s traffic and attractiveness. This phenomenon may entail a 

kind of natural process, by which less active users leave the community on their own, 

especially when they perceive prominent or strong interrelationships among other 

members. As in other social organizations, this effect could be compensated for by 

commitment to the community.  

The contents provided in online consumption communities usually offer high 

quality, including very detailed reviews, so managers in travel and hospitality industries 

should continuously analyze the content generated. The communities may serve as a 

valuable information source, providing insights into what consumers think about the 

strengths and weaknesses of a given hotel. They also could reveal the characteristics of 

potential consumers, which may produce more appropriate segmentation and 

communication strategies to gain more visitors (Wu et al., 2016).  

5.3 Further Research and Limitations 

Despite these interesting contributions, this work has some limitations that suggest 

lines for further research. First, it focuses on relational capital in online travel 

communities (measured as commitment and perceived reciprocity); it would be 

interesting to analyze the role of other travel community features (e.g., reputation, rating 

systems) that also could affect members’ subsequent behaviors. Factors other than group 

processes, such as personality traits (Chen et al., 2016), also may motivate users’ 

participation in online communities (e.g., Malinen, 2015). Second, researchers should 

study the interaction of commitment and reciprocity, as a mechanism to create value for 

online travel communities. The social and psychological mechanisms guiding members’ 

behavior in an online community may be more complex than those studied herein (e.g., 



20 
 

Yoo and Gretzel, 2008). Along these lines, it would be interesting to replicate this study 

in emerging tourism subsectors that prioritize equity or relational capital norms (e.g., 

ecotourism, religious tourism, sex tourism).  

 

Appendix. Scales 

FOLLOWING PAST ADVICE 

PRE_ADVICE1 I usually behaved according to the advice I obtained in this online travel 
community.  

PRE_ADVICE2 In general, I took into account the information posted by other members in this 
online travel community.  

PRE_ADVICE3 I usually based my travel decisions on the information generated by other members 
in this online travel community. 

PRE_ADVICE4 In general, I followed the information posted by other members in this online travel 
community. 

FUTURE INTENTIONS TO FOLLOW ADVICE 

INT_FOLLOW1 I have the intention to get support from this online travel community to base my 
travel decisions in the future. 

INT_FOLLOW2 I have the intention to read information in this online travel community to plan my 
travels more efficiently when I need it. 

INT_FOLLOW3 I have the intention to obtain advice regarding my travels from this online travel 
community in the future. 

FUTURE INTENTIONS TO GIVE ADVICE 

INT_GIVE1 I have the intention to share my travel knowledge in this online travel community 
when I have the chance. 

INT_GIVE2 I have the intention to give advice about travels and tourism-related activities in 
this online travel community in the future. 

COMMITMENT TO THE COMMUNITY 

COMM1 The relationship I have with this online travel community deserves my effort to 
maintain. 

COMM2 The relationship I have with this online travel community is one I intend to 
maintain indefinitely. 

PERCEIVED RECIPROCITY 
REC1 Members usually return favors in this online travel community. 

REC2 When I receive help in this online travel community, I feel it is only right to give 
back and help other members. 

REC3 The principle of give and take is important in this online travel community. 
Note: Italics indicate an item that was eliminated during the measurement validation 

process. 
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Figure 1. Research model 

 

Note: Dashed lines represent moderating effects. 
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