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Abstract

Purpose — Grounded in the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), this study investigates how central and
peripheral cues affect Generation Z (Gen Z) travelers’ adoption of electronic word-of-mouth on social media
and their destination choice.

Design/methodology/approach — A convenient sample of 621 Gen Z travelers was collected in Hanoi,
Vietnam. SmartPLS ver. 4.0 was used for testing the proposed hypotheses.

Findings — The results indicate that both central and peripheral cues play significant roles in predicting Gen Z
travelers’ adoption of eWWOM on social media and their choice of destinations. The quality of arguments and
informativeness significantly enhances eWOM'’s usefulness in the central route. The source expertise,
credibility and information volume in the peripheral route positively affect eWOM credibility, in which the
source’s expertise shows the most substantial impact. Furthermore, the peripheral route predominantly
influences Gen Z travelers’ eWOM adoption (EA) and destination choice.

Originality/value — This is one of the pioneering studies to assess the relative importance of the central and
peripheral cues on EA, hence the impacts on destination choice of Gen Z travelers. The findings provide
valuable insights for identifying effective communication channels tailored to Gen Z tourists, thereby enabling
the development of efficient and targeted eWOM strategies to attract this market segment effectively in the
future.
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1. Introduction

In the tourism industry, products are often characterized by their intangible nature and lack of
visual representation, making many tourism offerings perceived as high-risk purchases.
Historically, tourists relied on information from tourism organizations, businesses or personal
connections, such as family, friends and acquaintances to make travel decisions (Bansal and
Voyer, 2000). However, in the digital era, individuals increasingly turn to online platforms, mainly
social media networks like Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, Pinterest and others, to seek
information (Ngo et al., 2024; Tseng et al., 2024).

Nowadays, social media platforms have empowered users to create and share diverse content,
including social media posts, textual updates, digital images, microblogs and general
commentary (Grover et al., 2022; Nyagadza et al., 2023). These platforms have created new
opportunities for forming and expanding the eWOM. According to Ismagilova et al. (2017), eWOM
is a dynamic and continuous exchange of information between potential, current or former
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customers concerning a product, service, brand or company. This information is accessible to
many individuals and organizations through the internet.

Information conveyed through eWOM on social media is considered an influential reference
channel that significantly impacts human behavior (Filieri and McLeay, 2014; Nam et al., 2020)
and plays a critical role in shaping tourists’ decision-making processes (Pourfakhimi et al., 2020).
These eWOM sources enable travelers to make more innovative and effective travel decisions.
However, much of the eWOM content on social media often stems from anonymous opinions
expressed through comments by unfamiliar individuals, raising concerns about the usefulness
and credibility of such information (Saidani et al., 2023) and the extent to which these streams
influence tourists’ destination choices.

Over recent years, an expanding body of literature has emerged focusing on the phenomenon of
eWOM on virtual platforms. Our extensive review of existing studies highlights that eWWOM has
attracted substantial scholarly interest with research emphasizing the identification of its
activation factors and operational mechanisms, eWOM Adoption (EA) (Abbasi et al., 2023; Fan
et al., 2013; Li and See-To, 2024; Reyes-Menéndez et al., 2019) and its association with
behavioral variables (Tien et al., 2019; Yoo et al., 2017).

Although previous studies have suggested a theoretical framework for understanding the
influence of eWOM on consumer behavior, they have yet to fully clarify the underlying socio-
psychological processes that shape this behavior in the context of tourism, specifically Gen Z
travelers (Meenakshy et al., 2024; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022). Moreover, previous studies on
eWOM on social media in the tourism domain have predominantly focused on tourists without
accounting for the distinct impact on specific generational or age groups (Barbe and Neuburger,
2021). As Gen Z matures, tourism organizations and businesses face the challenge of tailoring
their communication strategies to align with the evolving travel behaviors of this demographic
(Abbasi et al., 2023; Ngo et al., 2024).

Scholars have suggested various models in order to address these gaps. Amongst those, ELM
stands out to be a novel approach that examines how different kinds of information can influence
the tourists’ attitudes and behaviors. The ELM is a dual-process theory, describing changes of
attitudes. It explains how stimuli are processed, why they are utilized and how they influence shifts
in attitudes and behaviors (Petty et al., 2009). Existing studies on ELM in the context of eWOM on
social media primarily investigate the role of central and peripheral cues in information processing
(Hussainetal., 2017). Current literature suggests that information embedded in eWOM messages
is processed through the central route by consumers, whereas information related to textual
attributes, such as the characteristics of reviewers, is interpreted via peripheral cues (Moradi and
Zihagh, 2022; Shahab et al., 2021). However, the remaining limited number of experimental
studies investigating the variables of the ELM about EA on social media and tourist behavior
makes it difficult to determine a clear link between EA and tourists’ decision-making processes
(Luong, 2024; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022; Yadav et al., 2022).

These represent gaps in the existing literature that require further in-depth investigation.
Consequently, it becomes essential to explore the role of information flows in influencing the
adoption of eWOM on social media and destination choice behavior among Gen Z travelers.

This study aims to address the gaps in the existing literature by applying the ELM to examine the
impact of cognitive heuristic cues on the attitude toward EA and its subsequent influence on
destination choice among Gen Z travelers in Vietnam. Accordingly, the research focuses on
addressing the following key questions:

RQ1. How do socio-psychological processes influence eWOM adoption and the destination
choice behavior of Gen Z travelers?

RQ2. What are roles of central versus peripheral cues in forming Gen Z travelers’ attitude
toward eWOM on social media and their destination choice?
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RQ3. Does eWOM adoption on social media influence the destination selection behavior of
Gen Z travelers?

2. Theoretical background

The ELM applies principles of persuasion from social psychology to explain attitude and behavior
formation. According to ELM, attitude and behavior change occur through two distinct routes of
information processing: the central route and the peripheral route. Individuals engaging with the
central route process information objectively, focusing on critical analysis, while those following
the peripheral route rely on minimal cognitive effort to form attitudes and behaviors (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1984, 1986).

Consumers with high ability and motivation are more likely to scrutinize informational messages,
making them more susceptible to logical content rather than peripheral cues. The central cues
emphasize analyzing the quality of arguments through a detailed examination of information,
requiring significant time and cognitive resources (Ismagilova et al., 2021; Liang and Lin, 2018;
Petty and Cacioppo, 1986; Teng et al., 2014a, b). In contrast, peripheral cues influence
consumers with lower ability and motivation than central arguments. The peripheral route utilizes
more straightforward elements, such as the credibility of the information source, the number of
arguments presented and factors associated with emotional appeal or visual attractiveness, that
are often influenced by the technological medium employed (lsmagilova et al., 2021; Liang and
Lin, 2018; Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Based on this argument, ELM facilitates the creation of
persuasive messages targeting consumers by considering their ability and motivation to process
information (SanJosé-Cabezudo et al., 2009).

As aresult, ELMis regarded as a critical theoretical framework in eWOM research (Cheng and Ho,
2015; Ismagilova et al., 2021; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022). Scholars who study eWOM
communication often employ ELM to investigate the use of central and peripheral cues in
processing information (Ismagilova et al., 2021; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022).

3. Research model and hypotheses
3.1 Central route

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) highlighted that in ELM, the central route involves a comprehensive
analysis of information and related parameters by consumers, resulting in attitude and behavior
changes. This study identified two key variables of the central route based on a review of prior
studies (Ismagilova et al., 2021; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022; Shahab et al., 2021), namely the
Argument Quality (AQ) and Perceived Informativeness (PI).

3.1.1 Argument quality. AQ refers to the persuasiveness of arguments embedded within an
informational message (Cheung, 2014; Ismagilova et al., 2021; Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). AQ
can be understood as the extent to which the arguments in a message are perceived as
reasonable, logical and persuasive. Previous studies have defined AQ based on characteristics
such as being “comprehensive,” “accurate,” or “timely” (Filieri and McLeay, 2014; Sussman and
Siegal, 2003). These qualities reflect in clarity, coherence, persuasiveness, completeness and
specificity, authenticity and reliability.

AQ is considered a critical determinant of the perceived usefulness of a message. It is confirmed
that there is a positive relationship between AQ and its perceived usefulness in supporting
tourists’ decision-making processes (Ayeh et al., 2013; Wang and Yan, 2022). In general, eWOM
quality refers to the extent to which consumers perceive the content of eWOM messages as
accurate, timely and comprehensive (Cheung, 2014; Tsao and Hsieh, 2015). Based on this
reasoning, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1. Argument quality positively influences the perceived usefulness of eWWOM.
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3.1.2 Perceived informativeness. According to Sussman and Siegal (2003), Pl is one of the key
factors influencing consumer decision-making. High-quality information not only enhances
perceived value but also increases its usefulness in the eyes of consumers (Otterbacher, 2009).
Researchers emphasize that perceptions of richness, relevance, clarity, transparency, timeliness
and consistency strongly predict consumer behavior in online environments (Filieri et al., 2021;
Guvili and Levy, 2016; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022).

In the context of eWOM, consumers evaluate information based on its completeness and
alignment with their specific needs (Moradi and Zihagh, 2022; Tien et al., 2019). Otterbacher
(2009) identified four key factors that constitute information quality: relevancy, comprehension,
believability and objectivity. These factors play a crucial role in shaping consumer behavior. Based
on this reasoning, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2. Perceived informativeness positively influences the perceived usefulness of eWOM.

3.2 Peripheral route

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) demonstrated that, in ELM, the peripheral route requires less cognitive
effort from users than the central route. Instead, users are influenced by the number of arguments,
appeal, Source Credibility (SC), social roles and emotional states. Studies have identified SC,
Source Expertise (SE) and Volume of Information on social media as critical factors influencing the
perceived credibility of eWOM (Ismagilova et al., 2021; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022; Shahab
etal., 2021).

3.2.1 Source credibility. According to Nilashi et al. (2022), SC refers to the customer’s evaluation
of the believability of an eWOM source. Credible sources typically generate positive and
persuasive messages that foster favorable attitudes toward products or services associated with
the reviews (Filieri et al., 2018, 2021; Ismagilova et al., 2021). Petty et al. (2009) suggested that
when individuals perceive a source as credible, they are less likely to doubt the information and
tend to accept it immediately. Several researchers have established a positive relationship
between SC and the perceived credibility of eWOM (Ismagilova et al., 2021; Moradi and Zihagh,
2022; Tien et al., 2019). SC reflects the validity and honesty of the information (Ismagilova et al.,
2021) and is considered a critical predictor of the persuasiveness of eWOM messages. Based on
this reasoning, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3. Source credibility positively influences the perceived credibility of eWOM.

3.2.2 Source expertise. SE refers to the extent to which a source is perceived as competent in
providing accurate and reliable statements. Due to the lack of personal information and
contextual background, potential customers may find it challenging to evaluate the expertise and
competency of reviewers. Researchers argue that individuals with higher levels of expertise are
more persuasive, as consumers are more likely to trust reliable and accurate information (Lis and
Horst, 2013; Teng et al., 2014a, b). Furthermore, when users experience information overload,
they rely on sources perceived as experienced and highly competent. According to Ismagilova
et al. (2021), sources with high expertise increase the trust consumers place in the provided
information, as experts are believed to deliver accurate and valuable insights. When users
perceive the information as accurate and credible, they evaluate eWOM as more trustworthy.
Based on this reasoning, we propose the following hypothesis:

H4. Source expertise positively influences the perceived credibility of eWWOM.

3.2.3 Information volume. Information volume (EV) is defined as the total number of reviews,
comments, or user-generated information on online platforms (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Filieri
and McLeay, 2014; Ismagilova et al., 2021; Liu, 2006). According to Filieri and McLeay (2014),
an increase in the volume of reviews provides opportunities to verify the consistency of
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information, reducing doubts about bias or incompleteness and thereby enhancing credibility.
Similarly, Cheung (2014) asserted that a large volume of information is often perceived as an
indicator of social validation, suggesting that the information accurately reflects reality. Hence, EV
positively impacts the eWOM Credibility (EC). Additionally, Ismagilova et al. (2021) emphasized
that a high volume of reviews with diverse viewpoints increases user confidence in decision-
making, notably when personal experience is lacking. Based on these discussions, we propose:

H5.  Information volume positively influences the perceived credibility of eWWOM.

3.3 eWOM adoption

EA refers to the adoption and use of eWOM in decision-making (Cheung and Thadani, 2012;
Ismagilova et al., 2021; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022). This study defines EA as the extent to which
travelers consider online reviews valid and use them as a reference for their destination choices.
Moradi and Zihagh (2022) found that eWOM Usefulness (EU) has a direct and positive effect on
EA. Similarly, studies by Tien et al. (2019) and Ruangkanjanases et al. (2021) revealed that the
perceived usefulness of information is critical to EA; when consumers perceive information as
valuable, they are more likely to use it in their decision-making. Furthermore, EC also plays a
crucial role in increasing EA. Studies indicate that when consumers perceive eWOM as credible,
they are more likely to accept and trust the information. Literature on eWOM emphasizes that
credible evidence is essential for EA; when eWOM is deemed trustworthy, consumers are more
inclined to accept and use it without hesitation (Sussman and Siegal, 2003; Petty et al., 2009;
Cheung and Thadani, 2012). Conversely, Filieri et al. (2021) pointed out that unreliable information
makes consumers hesitant to adopt it due to concerns about risks and deception. Based on the
above analysis, we propose the following hypotheses:

H6. Higher eWOM usefulness leads to greater eWWOM adoption.
H7. Higher eWOM credibility leads to greater eWWOM adoption.

3.4 Destination choice

Destination choice is a key outcome in previous studies (Nilashi et al., 2022). In the context of this
research, destination choice is defined as the process by which tourists select a location for their
travels. Previous studies have identified EU and EC as important factors influencing consumer
decisions in contexts such as restaurants, healthcare services and banking (Moradi and Zihagh,
2022). Accordingly, we anticipate that EU and EC will directly influence destination choice
decisions among Generation Z (Gen 2Z) travelers.

H8. eWOM usefulness positively influences travelers’ destination choice decisions.
H9. eWOM credibility positively influences travelers’ destination choice decisions.

3.5 Mediating role of eWOM adoption

This study posits that EA mediates the relationship between EU, EC, and destination choice
decisions through eWOM. The positive impact of EA and EU drives destination choice. The
mediating role of EA is based on the relationship between EU and adoption and the subsequent
influence of EA on destination choice decisions. Previous studies have acknowledged the
influence of EU and credibility in enhancing customer intentions and decisions through the
positive impact of EA in contexts such as shopping, booking accommodations and using
technological applications (Lee and Hong, 2019; Moradi and Zihagh, 2022). We expect EA to
have a direct effect on destination choices among travelers.

H70. eWOM adoption mediates the relationship between eWOM usefulness, eWOM
credibility and destination choice decisions of Gen Z travelers.
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From the constructs and their relationships discussed above, the research model is illustrated in
Figure 1.

4. Research methodology
4.1 Research design

The study was conducted using both qualitative and quantitative methods. The qualitative
method employed document collection and desk research techniques to identify the factors of
eWOM that influence the acceptance of eWOM and the destination choice behavior of Gen Z
tourists. Based on this, hypotheses and a comprehensive model were developed. The
quantitative method was used to measure the behavior of Gen Z tourists regarding the impact
of eWOM on their destination choice decisions.

All constructs in the theoretical model were measured using multi-item scales adapted from prior
studies to fit the context of travelers’ destination choices. ltems were rated on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Regarding scale components, following Erkan and Evans (2016), Moradi and Zihagh (2022), AQ
was measured using four items (AQ1-AQ4). Based on Tien et al. (2019) and Moradi and Zihagh
(2022), Pl was measured with three items (P11-PI3). Drawing from Filieri et al. (2021) and Moradi
and Zihagh (2022), SC was assessed using three items (SC1-SC3). The measurement of SE was
adapted from Lis and Horst, 2013; Teng et al., 2014a, b using four items (SE1—SE4). EV was
measured with four items (EV1-EV4) derived from Ismagilova et al., (2021) Liu (2006). EC and EU
were measured using four items (EC1-EC4) and three items (EU1-EUS), respectively, developed
based on Cheah et al. (2024), Nilashi et al. (2022) and Ismagilova et al. (2021). EA was measured
using four items (EA1-EA4) following Moradi and Zihagh (2022). Finally, the Decision to Choose a
Destination (DE) was assessed with four items (DE1-DE4) adapted from Nilashi et al. (2022) and
Filieri and MclLeay (2014).

Before conducting the primary survey, a pilot questionnaire was tested with a convenient sample
of 100 tourists aged 16-28 at various tourist destinations in Hanoi. Additionally, three experts
specializing in tourism and marketing research were invited to review and revise the questionnaire
based on feedback. This approach ensured the validity and feasibility of the questionnaire before
launching the full-scale formal survey.

4.2 Data collection

Afield survey was conducted at prominent tourist destinations in Hanoi, Vietnam, from October 5,
2024, to November 3, 2024. A total of 700 questionnaires were distributed to Gen Z tourists,

Figure 1 | Research model
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defined as those born between 1997 and 2012 (Forleo and Bredice, 2025). However, to ensure
the maturity and independence of responses, only participants aged 16-28 were included, as this
age group is considered to have reached a sufficient level of cognitive and emotional maturity to
form independent thoughts and opinions (Cohen et al., 2016; Icenogle et al., 2019). The survey
received 670 responses, yielding a response rate of 95.7%. After excluding incomplete
responses and those exhibiting patterns of uniform answering, a final dataset consisting of 621
valid questionnaires was retained for analysis. Detailed descriptive statistics on the demographic
characteristics of the respondents are presented in Table 1.

5. Data analysis and results

In research on tourist behavior, selecting an appropriate analytical framework is a prerequisite for
credible and scientifically valuable findings. Structural equation modeling (SEM) enables the
simultaneous estimation of the measurement and structural components of a model, thereby
facilitating comprehensive hypothesis testing and offering stronger control over measurement
error than multivariate regression or traditional path analysis (Hair et al., 2019; Haenlein and
Kaplan, 2004).

Two principal SEM approaches are widely used. Covariance-based SEM typically employs
maximum likelihood estimation, which assumes approximate normality or requires sufficiently
large samples to ensure asymptotic validity. In contrast, variance-based partial least squares
SEM (PLS-SEM) maximizes explained variance via iterative ordinary least squares regressions
and performs well with non-normal or asymmetric data (Hair et al., 2017). With large samples,
empirical differences between the two approaches may narrow, particularly in models
characterized by complex relations among latent constructs (Hair and Alamer, 2022).

In this study, we evaluated the normality assumption using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test with
Liliefors correction and the Shapiro-Wilk test for the indicators of the latent variables (Ohms,
2025). All variables vyielded p-values <0.001 in both tests (see Table 2), rejecting the null of
normality. Accordingly, PLS-SEM was selected as the estimation strategy consistent with the
data characteristics and the model’s architecture. This choice also aligns with the features of the
proposed model multiple simultaneous relationships among constructs and the presence of
formative measurement specifications contexts in which PLS-SEM is particularly effective
(Ali et al., 2022; Dash and Paul, 2021).

5.1 Measurement model assessment

PLS Algorithm (Partial Least Squares Algorithm) was conducted to evaluate the scales’ reliability,
convergent validity and discriminant validity. Reliability was assessed by using Cronbach’s alpha

Table 1 Demographics of the research sample (n = 621)

Measure Items Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Male 237 38.1
Female 363 58.5
Other 21 3.4
Education Secondary and less 126 20.3
Graduate 365 58.8
Postgraduate 130 20.9
Regions North 290 46.8
Middle 174 28.0
South 157 25.2

Source(s): Authors’ survey, 2024
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Table 2 Tests of normality

Kolmogorov-Smirnov? Shapiro-Wilk
Statistic af Sig. Statistic df Sig.
AQ 0.155 622 0.000 0.920 622 0.000
Pl 0.177 622 0.000 0.924 622 0.000
EU 0.171 622 0.000 0.866 622 0.000
SC 0.142 622 0.000 0.931 622 0.000
SE 0.126 622 0.000 0.940 622 0.000
EV 0.193 622 0.000 0.870 622 0.000
EC 0.138 622 0.000 0.918 622 0.000
EA 0.149 622 0.000 0.939 622 0.000
DE 0.186 622 0.000 0.863 622 0.000

Note(s) ® Lilliefors significance correction
Source(s): Authors’ survey, 2024

and composite reliability (CR). Convergent validity was examined by calculating the Average
Variance Extracted (AVE).

Table 3 summarizes the measurement items and the statistics for each construct. As shown in
Table 3, all Cronbach’s alpha and CR values exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.7
suggested by Nunnally (1978) and Hair et al. (2017), confirming the internal reliability of these
scales. Additionally, all constructs’ CR values were well above the suggested minimum of 0.7
(Chin and Gopal, 1995), indicating robust shared variance among the indicators.

Regarding the scales’ validity, both convergent and discriminant validity were assessed. The AVE
values for the constructs, as listed in Table 3, ranged from 0.614 to 0.732, and the factor loadings
for each item exceeded 0.6, indicating adequate convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

Furthermore, the square roots of the AVE values for all constructs were more significant than the
inter-construct correlations in the model (Table 4), confirming that the constructs demonstrated
satisfactory discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

The results of the model fit assessment indicate that the indices meet the required criteria for
model adequacy: Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) = 0.047 (<0.08);
d_ULS = 44.3% (<95%); d_G = 56.16% (<95%); Normed Fit Index (NFl)= 0.905 (>0.9)
(Henseler et al., 2016).

5.2 Structural model assessment

To examine the relationships between the research constructs across all variables in the model,
SEM was utilized. The bootstrapping technique with 5,000 resamples was applied to test the
proposed hypotheses.

The path coefficients were significant at the default 1% significance level in SmartPLS (see
Figure 2). Hypothesis testing was conducted by observing the path coefficients (beta) between
latent constructs and their significance levels. The results show that all paths were statistically
significant, showing all proposed hypotheses are supported (Table 5).

Hair et al. (2017) state that an R? value above 0.5 indicates a substantial explanatory power. In this
study, the R? value for the usefulness of eWWOM information on social media reached 0.542, explained
by the AQ of eWOM information, as presented in Table 5. Additionally, the R value for the credibility of
eWOM information on social media was 0.552, driven by SC, expertise and EV. Furthermore, the R?
value for EA on social media was 0.577, explained by the usefulness and credibility of eWWOM
information. Choosing a tourism destination, the primary dependent variable in the model, achieved
an R? value of 0.613. Overall, the model demonstrates substantial explanatory power.
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Table 3 The measurement model analysis

Standardized
Construct Item Loading AVE CR Cronbach’s alphas
Argument quality AQ1 0.763 0.614 0.864 0.790
AQ2 0.803
AQ3 0.797
AQ4 0.770
Perceived informativeness PI1 0.839 0.728 0.889 0.813
PI2 0.865
PI3 0.856
Source credibility SCH 0.861 0.731 0.891 0.816
SC2 0.860
SC3 0.844
Source expertise SE1 0.787 0.651 0.882 0.822
SE2 0.799
SE3 0.812
SE4 0.827
Information eWOM EVA 0.873 0.718 0.911 0.869
EV2 0.838
EV3 0.846
EV4 0.833
eWOM credibility EC1 0.856 0.690 0.899 0.850
EC2 0.825
EC3 0.819
EC4 0.821
eWOM usefulness EU1 0.822 0.732 0.891 0.817
EU2 0.877
EU3 0.867
eWOM adoption EA1 0.828 0.642 0.877 0.814
EA2 0.816
EA3 0.777
EA4 0.783
Destination choice DE1 0.863 0.702 0.904 0.858
DE2 0.807
DES3 0.831
DE4 0.850

Source(s): Authors’ survey, 2024

Table 4 Discriminant validity of key constructs

AQ DE EA EC EU EV Pl SC SE
AQ 0.784
DE 0.464 0.838
EA 0.492 0.725 0.801
EC 0.464 0.692 0.692 0.831
EU 0.673 0.620 0.657 0.580 0.856
EV 0.411 0.586 0.539 0.625 0.551 0.848
PI 0.542 0.509 0.532 0.473 0.615 0.436 0.853
SC 0.445 0.552 0.563 0.625 0.537 0.578 0.413 0.855
SE 0.464 0.524 0.595 0.637 0.557 0.561 0.457 0.589 0.807

Note(s): The italic value provided in Table 4 is the square root of the AVE for each construct
Source(s): Authors’ survey, 2024
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Figure 2 Final structurally validated model (using the bootstrapping). Source(s):

Authors’ survey, 2024

AQ1

0 763 (0.000)

AQ2 < 303 (0. 000);.\
0.797 (0.000)

e <« EU1
7700000 0.480 (0.000) 0622(0.000) 7,

AQ4 0877 (0.000)—»  EU2
0.867 (0.000)
—»
PI1 0.355 (0.000) EU3
¥ 0.830 (0.000) EU
P2 < 0.865(0.000)
o AL L) 0.386 (0.000)  0.180 (0.000)

0828 0.000) 7
0.863 (0.000)
EA2 4316 (0.000) T, 0.807 (0.000) ¥ PE2

& 0.777 (0.000) 0.831(0.000)

sl =5 78000 0850(0.000) | DE3
—W 333;;.\ = o
0844 (0.000)
sca 0.468 (0.000)  0.321 (0.000)
= 0.272 (0.000) / =
& o @000 08250000 > EC2
0.312 (0.000)
i e
I
SE4 Ec EC4
0.293 (0.000)
EV1
‘71.373 (0.000)
EV2 <338 (0.000)
B #0500
“
EV4 EV
Table 5 Path coefficients and R? of the structural model
Hypo Path Standardized estimate (B) t-value p-value Results
H1 AQ - EU 0.480 11.116 0.000 Supported
H2 Pl - EU 0.355 7.860 0.000 Supported
H3 SC — EC 0.272 6.073 0.000 Supported
H4 SE - EC 0.312 6.425 0.000 Supported
H5 EV - EC 0.293 6.020 0.000 Supported
H6 EU - EA 0.386 9.480 0.000 Supported
H7 EC - EA 0.468 12.352 0.000 Supported
H8 EU - DE 0.180 3.709 0.000 Supported
H9 EC - DE 0.321 5.784 0.000 Supported
H10 EA — DE 0.385 6.994 0.000 Supported

Source(s): Authors’ survey, 2024

6. Discussion and implications
6.1 Findings and discussion

Gen Z travelers, who have grown up with technology and social media, tend to adopt eWOM
through online platforms. Answering the RQ1, the results indicate that, within the central route,
AQ and PI have significant positive effects on the perceived usefulness of eWOM messages
(Table 5). Hence, H1 and H2 are supported. These findings align with studies by Cheung (2014),
Ismagilova et al. (2021) and Nyagadza et al. (2023), which suggested that AQ and persuasive
messages assist recipients by providing clear reasoning to reinforce their perspectives, thereby
encouraging the adoption of related recommendations.

Moreover, to determine whether an eWOM message is high-quality, realistic and valuable for their
search objectives, travelers must evaluate its relevance (Cheung, 2014), comprehensiveness
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(Cheung, 2014), timeliness, accuracy, persuasiveness, specificity (Moradi and Zihagh, 2022) and
the emotional tone embedded in the eWOM message (Ismagilova et al., 2021). As highlighted in
previous research, these results consolidate various socio-psychological processes impacting
eWOM content quality. The findings also reveal that, within the peripheral route, factors such as
SC, SE and eWOM volume significantly influence the credibility of eWWOM messages, confirming
H3, H4 and H5 (Table 5). These results are consistent with the findings of Gunawan and Huarng
(2015), who argued that consumers tend to prioritize SC over AQ when engaging with eWOM
derived from social media. Furthermore, suppose recipients perceive an eWOM message posted
by anindividual with a credible profile or recognize a high volume of eWOM for a given destination,
they are more likely to rate the information highly credible (Cheung and Thadani, 2012). Due to
their knowledge and experience, experts are generally more effective in persuading other
consumers and are thus perceived as more trustworthy (Wangenheim and Bayon, 2004).

To address RQ2, we examined the influence of the central route on the usefulness of eWOM, its
impact on EA (8 = 0.368, p < 0.001), the effect of the peripheral route on EC and its relationship
with EA (8 = 0.468, p < 0.001). The results confirm the positive effects of EU and EC on EA,
supporting H6 and H7. Additionally, the findings highlight the significant positive effects of EU, EC
and EA on Gen Z travelers’ destination choice decisions (p-values <0.001), validating H8, H9 and
H10. These three variables collectively explain 61.3% of the variance in destination choice
decisions (see Figure 2), indicating substantial explanatory power.

Acriticalinsight from this researchis that in the context of the tourism industry and Gen Z travelers,
eWOM information on social media does not always exert uniform effects on attitudes toward EA
and destination choice. Previous studies typically found that the central route strongly influences
EA and consumer decisions, particularly for goods and services (Moradi and Zihagh, 2022; Tien
etal., 2019). However, our findings reveal a different perspective: the peripheral route exhibits a
higher coefficient, indicating a more substantial influence on EA and destination choice than the
central route. This finding is a crucial foundation for stakeholders involved in managing, marketing
and operating tourist destinations. Understanding Gen Z travelers’ tendencies to adopt
peripheral-route-based eWOM enables the development of tailored tourism promotion
strategies to engage this demographic effectively.

RQ3 proposed that EA exerts a mediating role in the relationship between EC and Gen Z travelers’
destination choice (8 = 0.501, p < 0.001). When EA is included as a mediator, the direct effect of
EC on destination choice decisions decreases (f = 0.321, p < 0.001), confirming partial
mediation. This result suggests that EA bridges the relationship between EC and destination
choice behavior. Similarly, the study finds a significant relationship between EU and Gen Z
travelers’ behavior (6 = 0.329, p < 0.001). When EA is added to the analysis, the direct effect of EU
on behavior decreases (f = 0.180, p < 0.001), further supporting the partial mediation role of EAin
this relationship. EA enhances the model’s explanatory power for travelers’ decision-making
behavior, increasing the R? value from 55.1% to 61.3%. This highlights the crucial role of EA within
the ELM framework (Nyagadza et al., 2023; Tien et al., 2019).

This study reinforces prior evidence that the influence of eWOM on travel decision-making is best
explained through mediating mechanisms. Jalilvand and Samiei (2012) demonstrated that
eWOM influences attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioral control within the Theory
of Planned Behavior. In contrast, Gonzalez-Rodriguez et al. (2022) highlighted SC, perceived risk
and information usefulness as key antecedents of online involvement and visit intention. Together
with our findings, these studies confirm that EA constitutes a critical mediator, enhancing the
explanatory power of predictive models and clarifying the evaluative processes through which
eWOM informs tourist choices.

6.2 Theoretical implications

The theoretical contributions are threefold. First, building on the theoretical framework of the ELM,
this study extends a dual-process model to examine influence of the central route and the
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peripheral route on the destination selection behavior of Gen Z travelers. The results reinforce
recent findings in ELM literature, suggesting that both central and peripheral persuasion
pathways operate concurrently to influence behavioral change (Moradi and Zihagh, 2022; Cheah
et al., 2024). Moreover, this study further contributes to the existing literature by clarifying the
distinctive roles of cognitive and affective processing in explaining Gen Z travelers’ adoption of
eWOM on social media and their destination choice. The study supports that, in the context of
social media, the peripheral route substantially impacts Gen Z travelers’ perceptions more than
the central route does. Third, this study further extends the ELM by emphasizing the mediating
role of EA in influencing Gen Z travelers’ destination selection behavior. By incorporating this
construct into the model, the study offers a more comprehensive theoretical link between
consumer persuasion processes and decision-making dynamics within the social media context.
These insights underscore that EA is a critical factor that should not be overlooked when analyzing
tourist cognitive processing and decision-making mechanisms.

6.3 Practical implications

This study offers critical insights for destination management stakeholders, enhancing their
understanding of the impact of eWWOM on social media on the destination selection decisions of
Gen Z travelers. These insights help destination management organizations craft marketing
strategies specifically tailored to this demographic. The findings also suggest that, in the future,
stakeholders should implement policies that encourage travelers to more frequently share their
experiences on social media platforms, thus facilitating the verification of the authenticity of the
information shared. Additionally, there is a need to strengthen networks comprising experts,
experienced travelers and key opinion leaders to provide reliable information. This will not only
enhance the influence of eWOM but also expand its reach, ultimately fostering sustainable and
effective destination management.

7. Conclusions, limitations and future research

Based on the ELM, this study presents a two-stage process framework that comprehensively
explores the impact of eWOM through cognitive routes on the destination selection decisions of
Gen Z travelers in Vietnam. The findings indicate that eWOM significantly influences perceptions
and plays a crucial role in shaping destination choice decisions. This research provides valuable
insights into the behavior of current travelers while also making an essential contribution to
predicting future tourism trends. As Gen Z, having grown up in a digital environment becomes an
increasingly dominant force in the tourism industry, understanding the effects of eWOM and
emerging technological trends on traveler behavior is essential. Gaining a deeper understanding
of the behavior and preferences of this demographic will help tourism managers better meet
future travelers’ needs, enabling the industry to prepare more effectively and develop sustainable
and impactful marketing strategies that foster long-term relationships with customers.

Although this study provides significant results and implications, it is not free of limitations opening
opportunities for future research.

First, our sample was relatively small and consisted entirely of participants from Vietnam; any
generalization of the research findings should be taken with care. Given that tourist consumption
habits and attitudes vary across nations and cultures, future studies should consider cross-
cultural or international comparisons using larger sample size on a random sampling basic.

The second limitation concerns eWOM from social media platforms and Gen Z traveler’ behavior.
Other online platforms, such as websites and popular electronic communication channels, have
not been considered. Future studies could investigate the impact of central and peripheral routes
on EA across different platforms, comparing their relative effects and efficiency in influencing
traveler behavior.
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Third, adopting eWOM from social media platforms can be associated with other aspects of
personal characteristics and demographic generations. Therefore, analyzing the influence of
eWOM across generations would provide insights into how eWOM impacts the travel behavior
and destination choice of various groups. Likewise, there is a need to investigate whether any
difference exists between different demographic groups by gender, age and income, as these
demographic factors may influence the reception of information streams, affecting EA and
destination choice.
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