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Recent developments in the realm of information technology (IT) have brought the
Internet to the attention of marketers, who have quickly acknowledged this new, powerful
marketing medium and gradually realised its strategic importance. The unique capability of
the Web to blend text, pictures, sounds and video clips into multimedia documents has pre-
determined the extensive use of the Internet beyond its traditional academic boundaries and
made it a popular marketing medium globally.

The area of e-SQ in tourism appears to have been understudied, and there is clearly a need
for further research. With growing role of websites as a customer contact point and virtual
company office, tourism businesses are realising the strategic importance of a website as a
tool for addressing consumers in electronic business environment.
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Introductory aspects regarding tourist
satisfaction

Tourists, like other customers, usually have
initial expectations of the type and quality of
services to be offered in a particular destina-
tion. These expectations are formed mainly
through information provided via tourism
advertisements, commercials, brochures,
mass media and informal information from
friends and relatives. The extent to which
tourist expectations are met will eventually
determine the level of tourist satisfaction. If
the overall performance, while or after visit-
ing a destination, exceeds or meets initial ex-
pectation then the tourist is considered satis-
fied. However, if perceived performance falls
below initial expectation then the tourist may
be dissatisfied. Customer satisfaction is in-
creasingly becoming a salient issue in most
service industries.

With reference to the tourism and hospitality
industry, it can be stated that satisfied tourists
are more likely to recommend the tourist des-
tination to others, which is the cheapest and
most effective form of marketing and promo-
tion. Furthermore, tourist satisfaction usually
contributes to increased rates of the retention
of tourists' patronage, loyalty and acquisition,
which in turn helps in realizing economic
goals like increased number of tourists and

revenues. As a consequence, there is usually
a positive association between tourist satis-
faction and the destination's long term eco-
nomic success. However, in many literatures
service qualities mentioned as a main factor,
it should be stated that overall tourist satis-
faction is affected not only by the quality of
what the tourist receives, but also by price
and perceived value of the product and/or
service. These results from an evaluation of
the rewards and sacrifices associated with the
purchase of the tourism product.

The evaluation of tourist satisfaction needs to
be considered in multiple dimensions. Tour-
ists may have varying motivations for visit-
ing particular destinations, and also may have
different satisfaction levels and standards.
Therefore, a model that integrates the ap-
proaches used by previous models may be
most effective in assessing tourist satisfac-
tion.

Consequently, destination managers should
establish a higher tourist satisfaction level to
create positive post-purchase tourist behav-
iour, in order to improve and sustain destina-
tion competitiveness.

In tourism, as in other service industries, the
emergence, survival, development, and fail-
ure of ventures depend heavily upon cus-
tomer satisfaction. Peters and Waterman
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(1984) in their bestseller In Search of Excel-
lence found that firms that valued their cus-
tomers above all else out-performed those
that did not.

Moreover, bearing in mind that tourism is an
experience made up of many different inter-
dependent parts, some more tangible than
others, customer satisfaction may be treated
as a cumulative measure of total purchase
and consumption experience over time.

2. Electronic service quality. Definition,
similarities and differences with tradi-
tional service quality

Whereas aspects of traditional service quality
(dimensions, related variables etc.) have been
studied extensively over the past two dec-
ades, the study of the service quality of web-
sites is a fledgling domain. Zeithaml and al.,
(2002) defined electronic service quality as
"the extent to which a web site facilitates ef-
ficient and effective shopping, purchasing,
and delivery of products and services". This
transactional quality entails the evaluation of
the pre - and post -service experience. Based
on this definition, we can draw a parallel
with traditional service quality to elucidate
the similarities and differences between these
two concepts.

The most important and probably the most
evident difference between traditional service
quality and electronic service quality is the
replacement of interpersonal interaction with
human-machine interaction. This simple dis-
tinction raises many questions concerning the
type of dimensions that can or must be con-
sidered to assess service quality in the e-
commerce context. Owing to the specific
characteristics of online commerce, direct
application of the dimensions of service qual-
ity developed in other environments is not
appropriate, or at best, does not capture all of
the subtleties of the evaluation of service
quality of commercial websites. The classic
dimensions of traditional service quality are
tangible elements, reliability, reactivity, as-
surance and empathy of the service provider.
To date, however, there is no consensus con-
cerning the dimensions of electronic service
quality. Although largely anecdotal, dimen-

sions proposed recur fairly systematically:
security/confidentiality, website design, effi-
cacy, ease of use and the quality of the in-
formation contained in the site. If classic
evaluations of traditional service quality are
based on the calculation of a gap between
expectations and perceptions, it is difficult to
apply this same model to the measurement of
electronic service quality.

Main Website E-SQ Assessment Tech-
niques

The majority of scales measuring website e-
SQ have been developed in the specific in-
dustrial service contexts. Many of the exist-
ing scales have been developed in the e-
retailing context. There are also attempts to
evaluate e-SQ of websites in an online tour-
ism service context. It is seen that there is a
need for developing different e-SQ meas-
urement scales for different types of websites
and services offered. In the following sec-
tions, we review three main scales developed
for measuring website e-SQ, namely e-
SERVQUAL, WEBQUAL, and eTailQ,
which appear to be the most comprehensive
ones amongst those reported in the literature
to date.

E-SERVQUAL

E-SERVQUAL measures website e-SQ as
perceived by customers. It is a method for
measuring website e-SQ that is based on the
same principle as the original SERVQUAL
method and includes some dimensions simi-
lar to those of SERVQUAL. The E-
SERVQUAL scale contains a core and re-
covery scale, represented by four and three
dimensions respectively. Core scale is used
to measure the customers' perceptions of ser-
vice quality delivered by online retailers. Re-
covery scale refers to specific situations,
when a customer has a question or runs into a
problem, in which the three dimensions of
the recovery scale become silent. In simpler
terms, it can be said that core scale refers to
the quality of the website itself, while the re-
covery scale is more concerned with the ac-
tual performance of the company, rather than
with website performance.

Four dimensions of core e-SERVQUAL scale
are efficiency, fulfilment, reliability and pri-
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vacy. Efficiency defines customers' ability to
effectively access the website, find their de-
sired product and related information, and
check it out with minimal effort. Fulfilment
refers to a company's actual performance in
contrast with what is promised through the
website, and incorporates accuracy of service
promises, such as having products in stock
and timely delivery. Reliability is a technical
function of the website such as the extent to
which it is available and functioning prop-
erly. Finally, privacy refers to the company's
will and ability to maintain the integrity of
customer data.

Three  recovery  dimensions of e-
SERVQUAL are responsiveness, compensa-
tion and contact points, which are mainly
concerned with the situations which arise
when a problem needs to be solved and "per-
sonal service" is required. Responsiveness
defines the company's ability to provide ap-
propriate  problem-solving  mechanisms
(online complaint handing, handling returns
mechanisms, online guarantees, etc.). Com-
pensation involves money-back guarantees,
return of shipping and handling costs. Con-
tact points refers to customers' need to speak
to a "live" customer service agent online or
on the phone, and defines the company's abil-
ity to offer such support in real-time via
online or other means of communication.
WEBQUAL

WEBQUAL focuses on the website interface
and is suggested to be one the most empiri-
cally grounded e-SQ scales. WEBQUAL is
developed based on the conceptual back-
ground of the Theory of Reasoned Action
(TRA) and the Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM). The main idea behind the use
of WEBQUAL is that it is possible to predict
the re-visit/re-use behaviour of web users
based on their perceptions of overall website
quality. The instrument consists of four con-
structs, namely usefulness, ease of use, enter-
tainment, and complimentary relationship,
which include a range of website dimensions,
each of which is evaluated by a website visi-
tor according to his/her perceptions of web-
site quality.

Usefulness includes informational fit-to-task,
interactivity, trust and response time dimen-
sions. Informational fit-to-task refers to the
quality of the information offered on the
website, its appropriateness and the method
of presentation. Interactivity is the website's
ability to allow different flows of communi-
cation between the site's users and the com-
pany's personnel, interactive search for in-
formation, and transactions through the web-
site. The trust dimension refers to maintain-
ing the privacy of customer information pro-
vided through the website. Response time is
the website's technical characteristics in rela-
tion to loading time in a user's browser and
the time required to complete transactions
with the website. Ease of use includes ease of
understanding and intuitive operations di-
mensions. Ease of understanding refers to the
quality of website structure and user inter-
face, such as Web layout, site hierarchy of
pages, etc. Intuitive operations refers to the
ability to learn how to operate the website
quickly and without great effort. Further-
more, the entertainment construct consists of
the visual appeal (presentation graphics and
text), innovativeness ("aha"/surprise element
associated with creativity and uniqueness),
and flow-emotional appeal (the website's
ability to deliver enjoyable and engrossing
experiences for users) dimensions. Finally,
complimentary relationship construct in-
cludes consistent image (the website's ability
to accurately reflect the company's image
promoted through other communication
channels), on-line completeness (the web-
site's overall ability to suit customers in their
operations), and better than alternative
channels (the website's ability to act on the
same level or better than alternative market-
ing channels) dimensions.

Overall, it can be said that with WEB-
QUAL a website is judged for its ability to
satisfy customer needs. One important limita-
tion of the WEBQUAL-instrument is that its
development was based on the responses of
undergraduate students, who evaluated sev-
eral selected e-retailing websites. Another
important limitation is that respondents also
were not on-going customers of the websites
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they were evaluating. Therefore, further con-
firmatory research is needed with broad sam-
ples of "real" customers of websites.

eTailQ

eTailQ is the scale for measuring and predict-
ing e-tail quality. The scale was developed in
a three-stage study approach: focus group
discussions with online buyers (first stage of
research); conceptualisation and categorisa-
tion of emerged items (e-tail quality dimen-
sions) from the customer's perspective (sec-
ond stage of research); and an online survey
to determine the scale dimensions (factors)
(third stage of research). The results suggest
that four website quality dimensions (or fac-
tors) can predict customer judgements of
quality and satisfaction with the website,
namely website design, fulfilment/reliability,
privacy/security, and customer service. Here,
fulfilment/reliability refers to (a) the accurate
display and description of a product (what
you get is what you buy) and (b) delivery of
the right product within the time frame prom-
ised. Website design refers to all elements of
the consumer's experience at the website (ex-
cept for customer service), including naviga-
tion, information search, order processing,
appropriate personalisation and product se-
lection. Customer service refers to a respon-
sive, helpful, willing service that responds to
customer enquiries quickly. Finally, secu-
rity/privacy refers to the security of credit
card payments on the website and privacy of

shared information (Ibid.). The scale was
subjected to several validity and reliability
tests, the results of which suggest that the
scale performs well. The design logic behind
the original eTailQ scale strongly resembles
the WEBQUAL scale, offering to test web-
site quality based on the judgements of web-
site users concerning the website's perform-
ance. Overall, website users are asked to state
how well the website performs, in their opin-
ion, along with 40 statements that can be
grouped within the four named factors.

E-SQ Profile of Tourism Websites

Modern hospitality organisations need to
have an in-depth knowledge of customer
needs, behaviour and preferences and be
aware of the ways in which the services de-
livered create value for the customers and
stimulate their retention and loyalty. Tourism
websites can benefit from offering e-services,
which add value to online consumer shop-
ping operations throughout the online shop-
ping process. These e-services are informa-
tion, communication, transaction and
safety/security and e-services related to user
interface, technology and navigation.

The following e-services (see Table 1) can
add value to tourism consumers' online shop-
ping operations as perceived by the consum-
ers, and, therefore, can comprise an e-SQ
profile of a tourism website.

Table 1. Website e-services that are particularly important for tourism website users

Tourism E-Services

Description

1. |Company info

Detailed information related to the company and its activity

2. |Product info
ucts/services

Ability to gather in-depth information about tourism prod-

3. |Chat/customer fo-
rum/guestbook

Opportunity to communicate with other customers via the web-
site and learn about previous customer experiences

4. |Tourism info
site

Ability to obtain other relevant tourism information on the web-

5. |Direct links
formation

Direct links to other websites providing the relevant tourism in-

6. |Online order tracking
status

A website feature that allows customers to monitor their order's

7. |Product personalisation
cific needs

Ability to tailor tourism product/service to the customer's spe-

8. |Website interaction

Ability to interact with the company through the website
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9. |Online reservation &
payment

Ability to book the product/service and choose to pay for it di-
rectly on the website

10.|Website map

Hierarchical diagram of the pages on the website

11.|Location features
website

Website's ability to show customer's current location within the

12.|Local search engine

Search engine located on the website that enables visitors to
search on keywords in order to quickly locate specific informa-
tion and pages on the website

13.|User-friendly interface

Visually pleasing and entertaining appearance of the website, its
graphical interface (choice of layout, fonts, colours, etc.)

14.|Personal info storage

Opportunity for customers to store personal information and
history of their previous transactions with the company

15.|Website customisation

Ability to filter the website content according to customers'
preferences and interests

16.|Mailing list subscription

Subscription to the company's mailing list to receive personal-
ised information about offers, campaigns, news, etc.

17.|Browser
efficiency/friendliness

Ability to open and operate the website without any problems in
browsers, other than Internet Explorer, for example, in Opera,
Mozilla, or Safari

18.|Safety & security infor-
mation

Information related to safety and security on the website

19.|Multimedia

Multimedia features

20.|Customised product
search

criteria

Ability to search for a product/service based on the pre-selected

Understanding how tourism consumers be-
have is critically important to tourism mar-
keters; without this understanding it is im-
possible to design an appropriate marketing
response to consumers’ needs. Tourism con-
sumers’ uses of the Web can be summarised
into three groups of activities: information
search, online communication, and online
shopping

Information search: It is suggested that the
information quality of tourism-related web-
sites is vital to potential online buyers. In-
formation availability and access is associ-
ated with a reduction of perceived buyer risks
and uncertainty avoidance.

Travel websites offering good information
features have a better chance of promoting
web users’ interest in products and assisting
them in their buying choices. Important types
of information to offer include company-
related information (physical address, clear
description of activities, clear contact infor-
mation and alternative channels of contact,
etc.), products and services-related informa-

tion (seasonal availability, product/service
presentation with text, pictures or multime-
dia, and other relevant information), informa-
tion on prices (high/low-season prices, spe-
cial deals and discounts, gift cards and coop-
eration agreements, group-price information,
etc.).

The Web’s informational capability deter-
mines its popularity amongst consumers as a
rich source of information and a cost- and
time-effective  alternative to traditional
sources, such as brochures, magazines, cata-
logues, etc. The Web also offers additional
services for price comparisons, search en-
gines on pre-determined criteria and expert
opinions in related chat-rooms and forums.
Online communication:

A tourism website should offer communica-
tion features, allowing interaction between
the service provider and customers in a buy-
ing context. Here, features such as travel ad-
vice, confirmation of reservations and orders,
deposits and full settlement are important.
Communication e-services, such as the abil-
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ity to complain, e-mail, and website-based
customer support, allowing interactive dia-
logue between the tourism service provider
and customers, are important for reducing
customers’ perception of risk, problem solv-
ing and the shopping process. Online com-
munity communication features, such as chat
forums, message boards and online subscrip-
tion services offered on the tourism website,
allow customers to gather information about
the providers, the destination and related
tourism products from fellow consumers, and
are important risk and uncertainty reducing
activities

Many authors conclude that the crucial fea-
tures of tourism-related website success are
multilingual content and interactive site fea-
tures.

A virtual community is a powerful tool for
enhancing customer relationships and build-
ing loyalty, from which the tourism industry
in particular can benefit. A virtual commu-
nity is a “virtual space” that draws people to-
gether according to their interests, and allows
them to share information and aggregate re-
sources. Here, potential travellers can obtain
information about trips through travel guides,
newsletters, online brochures and similar
sources.

Online shopping: E-commerce/e-transaction
features such as product customization,
online reservation and payment features add
flexibility and effectiveness to tourism con-
sumers’ shopping processes. The majority of
studies on tourism consumers’ online needs
have reported that online reservation and
payment features are the most preferred and
important features of the websites of hotels,
attraction-providers, and public and private
transport companies.

Online reservations/booking is highlighted as
a particularly important value-adding feature
for tourists. The reason is that reserving and
booking a trip is the prime role of a physical
travel agency. This role is now fulfilled to an
increasing degree by tourism websites

Safety of Internet payments is the major con-
cern of tourists who choose to pay for their
ticket, hotel room or trip directly on the web-
site. Website quality features that improve

the customer’s website safety and security
should be of concern to a tourism company,
offering an online payment facility. Recent
developments, such as cryptographic systems
for online payments and Internet-payment
cards, offer solutions to these problems.
Multimedia is also an important information-
related feature associated with uncertainty
avoidance, and, therefore, can be recom-
mended as an advisable feature to have on
travel-related websites.

The user interface of a tourism-related web-
site should be entertaining and attractive, as
this is in the nature of the industry. Web de-
sign should be simple, but captivating. Mul-
timedia is an important feature to use in tour-
ism, because it can give a potential tourist a
travel “preview,” a grasp of the tourist desti-
nation or the attraction. A tourism website
should not be overloaded with complex func-
tions and information. An important quality
characteristic is fast downloading times and
browser friendliness, i.e. a website should be
accessible and functional when opened in
different browsers.

However, an important concern with multi-
media features is that they should not affect
website downloading times and be browser-
friendly, otherwise they will work against
and decrease the quality of the website
Tourism website users also reported that it is
important for them to see the location of the
hotel room, access information about the
view from the window, etc.

Some studies report that a range of e-services
related to various travel needs, such as cur-
rency converters, weather forecast reports,
local transport schedules and fares, local at-
tractions and events information, or links to
related websites offering relevant travel in-
formation might be of importance to tourism
consumers

3. Conclusion

E-SQ is a new developing area, which has
strategic importance for businesses striving
to address consumers in the electronic mar-
ketspace. It is suggested that consumer be-
haviour in an online environment may differ
from the one displayed in the physical world.
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Therefore, it is important for practitioners to
understand the customer needs amenable to
fulfilment in an online environment and
strive to meet them.

In summary, the important e-SQ attributes of
tourism-related websites in terms of how
well websites can satisfy customer needs and
facilitate the online shopping process are in-
formation wealth of the websites, their com-
munication and interactivity features, quality
of user interface, reservation/payment fea-
tures and safety/security features allowing
safe e-transactions via the websites.

References:

1. Buhalis, D., Licata, M. C., The Future E-
Tourism Intermediaries. Tourism Manage-
ment, Vol. 23, No. 3, 2002

2. Huang, Ming-Hui, Web Performance
Scale. Information & Management, Forth-
coming, 2004 www.sciencedirect.com

3. [lliachenko,E., Electronic Service Quality
(E-SQ) in Tourism: Development of a Scale
for the Assessment of E-SQ of Tourism
Websites, 2006, http://epubl.ltu.se/

4. Kandampully J., Mok C., Service Quality
Management in Hospitality, Tourism, and
Leisure, Haworth Press Inc.,U.S., 2001

5. Sigala, M., and Sakellaridis, O., Web Us-
ers’ Cultural Profiles and e-Service Quality:
Internationalization Implications for Tourism
Websites. Information Technology and Tour-
ism, Vol. 7, No. 1, 2004

6. Williams C., Buswell J., Service Qual-
ity in Leisure and Tourism (Paperback) Pub-
lisher: CABI; 1edition, 2003

7. Zeithaml, V., Parasuraman A., Malhotra
A., Service Quality Delivery Through Web
Sites. Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science,  vol. 30, no. 4, 2002



http://epubl.ltu.se/

