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Introduction

Beginning last decade, the internet has been and continues to be influential in 
acquiring information from individuals and attracting potential customers to travel 
and tourism service providers (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010). New social media platforms 
such as social networking sites (SNSs), forums, blogs, and instant messengers (IMs) 
generated many opportunities for e-marketers to attract potential customers and 
maintain their loyal ones. Amongst these online social platforms, online communities 
play an important role in the development of information and communication 
technology. The online community is a relatively closed communication forum 
where members need to register in order to view contents and interact with others. 
Thus, they have higher correlations with each other (Fiedler & Sarstedt, 2014). These 
community platforms provide an opportunity for tourists and travellers to discuss 
and share their personal experiences, comments, opinions, hotel reviews, vacation 
suggestions, and travel packages (Nusair, Bilgihan, Okumus & Cobanoglu, 2012). 
A report issued by Compete Inc. stated that online reviews and shared experiences 
influence more than $10 billion worth of online travel purchases every year (Compete 
Inc., 2007). 

Due to its interactivity and ability to generate electronic word-of-mouth 
(eWOM), a large number of service providers and service receivers in China are 
embracing online communities too (Zhou & Amin, 2014). A report issued by China 
Internet Information Centre (CNNIC, 2014) stressed that the number of virtual 
community members remain to be a big portion of internet users in China. In 
2012, 112 million Internet users booked travel products or services through online 
communities in China which contributed 172,970 million RMB to the economy 
(Pen, Xu & Chen, 2013). Furthermore, the report published by CNNIC also 
revealed that 93% of the “Millennial Generation” (those born after 1982, who reach 
maturity in a time of technology-dependence) are communicating online, and nearly 
half of the internet users use virtual communities to communicate with each other 
(CNNIC, 2014). Further, it is reported that the frequency of travel has increased and 
these tourists review user-generated content before making travel purchases (Verot, 
2015). Researchers view virtual community as one of the most influential platforms 
to generate online communication and recommendations (Kusumasondjaja, 2012); 
hence, various studies have examined the development of a sustainable virtual 
community relationship (Erdogmus & Cicek, 2012; Nusair et al. 2012). However, 
members frequently join or leave a virtual community due to its virtual features and 
low switching cost (Zhou & Amin, 2014). Consequently, understanding member 
motivation to actively engage in a virtual community is crucial for e-marketers and 
researchers (Zeng, Guan & Chen, 2014) in order to establish long-term relationship 
with their members (Nusair et al., 2012).
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The use of online communities has been steadily increasing in recent years. 
More and more tourists are tapping into these communities for a variety of purposes 
(Litvin, Goldsmith, & Pan, 2008). Online communities are emerging as innovative 
relationship-building tools (Kwon & Wen, 2010) and in order to sustain, these 
communities must understand ways to keep their members’ commitment and 
loyalty (Zhou & Amin, 2014). In this regard, Jang, Olfman, Ko, Koh, and Kim; 
Bae and Kang (2008) as well as Flavian and Guinaliu (2005) examined the effect of 
website characteristics on virtual community commitment; some other researchers 
investigated the impact of social influence on members’ commitment (McAlexander, 
Schouten & Koenig, 2002; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Additionally, Park and 
Cho (2012) introduced psychological attachment factors based on social influence 
factors as the main determinants of member commitment. Zhou and Amin (2014) 
presented a conceptual framework by integrating psychological attachment factors 
and online community characteristics as the determinants of commitment for 
online communities. The scholars called for further research to empirically test 
their conceptual model and assess its predictive power. However, although prior 
researches have examined the different factors that affect commitment for online 
communities, there has not been much work done on travel and tourism-related 
virtual communities in China. Having identified these gaps, the current study 
attempts to examine the effect of psychological attachment factors and community 
characteristics on commitment to Chinese travel and tourism-related online 
communities, and investigate further their effects on member loyalty. In line with 
these main purposes, this paper attempts to elucidate the following objectives; 
•	 To	 determine	 the	 influence	 of	 virtual	 community	 characteristics	 on	 member	

commitment; 
•	 To	determine	the	influence	of	psychological	attachment	dimensions	on	member	

commitment; 
•	 To	determine	the	effect	of	member	commitment	on	their	customer	loyalty.

Literature Review

From Community to Virtual Community 

The concept of community has existed since the 19th century, in which Tonnies 
(1955) defined it as a customary, familial, and emotional rural-based relation. In a 
community, individuals interact with each other based on a common goal or similar 
interests; therefore, they are emotionally involved but not bound by geography 
or kinship (Budiman, 2008). Prior research identified three key components of 
a community: a) a small group of individuals who feel different from the people 
outside of their community; b) community members share rituals and traditions 
which can extend the community’s history, culture and consciousness; and
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c) members have a sense of moral responsibility, duty, or obligation to the community 
(Rheingold, 2000; Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). 
Notwithstanding, the online community has emerged as a new social platform due 
to the fast development of internet and human’s desire to interact with others (Jang et 
al., 2008). This new form of community allows people to communicate and interact 
with each other in the virtual world, rendering it significantly different from that 
of traditional communities. Traditional communities require members to physically 
meet each other and so, their activities are mainly bound by geographical boundaries; 
while members of online communities can communicate with each other without 
being physically present, thus removing any geographical limits. Most importantly, 
members engaged in virtual communities are driven by “volitional choice” (Bagozzi 
& Dholakia, 2002; Jang et al., 2008). Thus, the essential component of a virtual 
community is “relational”, concerned with human relationship, rather than a 
geographical-based community. Jang et al. (2008, p. 60) defined online community 
as “a group of individuals engaging in predominantly online interaction in virtual 
spaces created through the integration of communication with content developed by 
community members”. 

Travel and Tourism-Related Online Communities 

According to Cheung and Lee (2009), online communities are developed to serve 
different purposes, such as support, information/knowledge exchange, entertainment, 
collaboration and production. These communities have gained significant popularity 
amongst travellers and tourists (Nusair et al., 2012; Pan, MacLaurin & Crotts, 
2007). Online communities may meet four types of needs including transaction, 
interest, fantasy, and relationship (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001) as well as facilitate 
interaction amongst members with similar interests (Shang, Chen & Liao, 2006). 
Online user-generated reviews about destinations, hotels, and tourism services have 
become important sources of information for travellers and tourists (Pan et al., 
2007). Travel and tourism-related online communities such as Yahoo Travel, Ctrip, 
and TripAdvisor have been in existence since the late 1990s (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010). 
Chinese tourists mainly use Chinese-based online communities including Qyer, 
Tuniu, Traveler365, and Ctrip. Some of them are specific to hotel reviews whereas 
some of them function as an open travel forum where visitors can post questions/
reviews/answers (Keates, 2007). Moreover, during or after their travel, a large number 
of tourists access these online communities and share their experiences, review hotels 
and destinations, and post photographs and videos from their trips (Nusair et al., 
2012). Consequently, online communities mainly serve as a point for information 
acquisition for travellers (Park, Kee & Valenzuela, 2009). These online communities 
may provide information in order reduce the risk of unwanted experiences before the 
actual consumption (Hyun Jun, Vogt & MacKay, 2007). 
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Commitment to Online Community 

Commitment is an important buyer-seller partnership (Dwyer, Schurr & Oh, 1987), 
emphasising on the ongoing dialogue between the customer and supplier (Ellonen, 
Tarkiainen & Kuivalainen, 2010; Grönroos, 2004). It is defined as an attachment 
between parties, which leads to a desire in maintaining the relationship (Fullerton, 
2005) and is based on positive emotional attachment characterised as affective 
social identity (Dholakia, Bagozzi, & Pearo 2004; Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002; 
Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Previous studies have highlighted that commitment 
to a community can be seen as a relationship factor between members and the 
community, and their active engagement in the communities (Cheung & Lee, 
2009; Jang et al., 2008). In light of the preceding discussion, online community 
commitment can be explained as members’ attitude toward the online community 
which may forecast their actual behaviors including participation and engagement 
(Nusair et al., 2012). However, due to the characteristics of online communities and 
low switching cost, members frequently join or leave (Zhou & Amin, 2014). Thus, 
it is crucial for today’s e-marketers and business managers to understand factors that 
influence the commitment of online community members.

Member Loyalty

Loyalty refers to a favorable attitude toward a brand, store, product, or service, which 
results in consistent purchases over time (Keller, 1993). Similarly, Anderson and 
Srinivasan (2003) defined e-loyalty as the customer’s favorable attitude toward an 
electronic business, which results in repeat buying behavior. For this study, member 
loyalty is referred to as a member’s favorable attitude toward an online travel and 
tourism-related community that predisposes the customer to repeat usage behavior 
(Chang & Chen, 2009). This is important as an increase of customer retention rates 
by 5% may increase profits by 25-95% (Reichheld & Schefter, 2000). In addition 
to purchasing more, loyal customers frequently refer new customers to a supplier, 
providing new sources of profit. As such, online communities expand the effect of word 
of mouth from loyal customers (Nusair et al., 2012). As a result of a contemporary, 
highly competitive environment, along with rising customer expectations, online 
communities are interested in identifying, understanding, nurturing, and keeping 
their profitable existing customers (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003).

Theoretical Framework and Development of Hypotheses

Given the importance of commitment in developing relationships, it is vital 
to examine the factors that are antecedents to commitment and the outcome of 
commitment. This study proposed a model to understand why members commit 
to Chinese travel and tourism-related online communities (Figure 1). The outcome 
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variable in the model is member loyalty. This section presents and discusses the 
nature of the constructs used in the model.

Psychological Attachment and Community Characteristics

From a theoretical perspective, Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) in their relationship 
marketing theory posited that psychological characteristics are one of the main 
drivers for customers’ commitment with a particular institution. Adopting these 
arguments, a number of scholars have discussed antecedents of commitment for 
online communities from the perspective of psychological characteristics. For 
instance, Bender (1978) suggested we-ness as a key factor to developing commitment. 
Moreover, Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) and McAlexander et al. (2002) claimed that 
a kindred consciousness, shared rituals and traditions, as well as moral responsibility 
are the main determinants for members to stay committed to online communities. 
Additionally, Laroche, Habibi, Richard, and Sankaranarayanan (2012) in their 
research identified shared consciousness, shared rituals and traditions, and obligation 
to society as the main antecedents to online community commitment. Muniz and 
O’Guinn (2001) also identified three important elements of a community; namely, 
consciousness of kind, rituals and traditions, and moral responsibility. Based on 
the above literature, Park and Cho (2012) considered the psychological perspective 
of member commitment and stated that we-ness, moral responsibility and shared 
culture are dimensions of members’ psychological attachment which drive their 
commitment. This study adopted these three dimensions of members’ psychological 
attachment from Park and Cho (2012) and considered psychological attachment 
as a determinant of  commitment to online communities. Based on the preceding 
discussion, it is hypothesised that;
H1: Members’ psychological attachment is a significant predictor of their 
commitment to online communities.

Sheth and Paratiyar (1995) also discussed institutional characteristics as 
significant predictors of member commitment. Based on this argument, a number 
of scholars have discussed antecedents of online community commitment from the 
perspective of community characteristics (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; McAlexander 
et al., 2002; Park & Cho, 2012). For instance, Jang et al. (2008) observed various 
characteristics of online communities including quality of information, quality of 
system, interaction and reward as significant predictors of community commitment. 
In addition, Koh, Kim, Butler & Bock (2007) explicated that rules and rewards 
greatly influence member commitment. Moreover, Koh and Kim (2004) highlighted 
that a leader’s enthusiasm, off-line interaction, and enjoyment can lead to members’ 
commitment to online communities. This study adopted four major characteristics 
of virtual community from Jang et al.’s (2008) research including quality of 
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information, quality of system, interaction, and rewards and considered online 
community characteristics as a significant predictor of members’ commitment to 
online communities. Based on the preceding discussion, it is hypothesised that:
H2: Online community characteristics are significant predictors of members’ 
commitment to online communities.

Effect of Virtual Community Commitment on Customer Loyalty 

Commitment plays a key role in the development of customer loyalty (Pritchard, 
Havitz & Howard, 1999). Loyalty can be defined as the feeling of attachment to 
a certain set of brands and companies (Kotler & Keller, 2012). When consumers 
are committed to a brand, they tend to trust and enjoy doing business with that 
brand (Fullerton, 2005). It is the psychological attachment, derived from loyalty 
and affiliation, of one participant in a business transaction to another (Nusair et al., 
2012). Oliver (1999) demonstrated that consumer loyalty comes from a high level 
of commitment that leads to product or service repurchasing. Mattila (2006) also 
found that customers with high commitment were positively correlated with loyalty 
to the brand. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H3: Members’ commitment is a significant predictor of their loyalty towards 
online communities.

Figure 1. Research framework

Research Methodology
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Research Instrument

The primary purpose of this research is to investigate how factors such as psychological 
attachment and community characteristics shape members’ commitment to Chinese 
travel and tourism-related online communities, and further investigate its effect on 
member loyalty. A survey was conducted with members of three Chinese travel and 
tourism-related online communities :  qyer.com, traveler365.com and mafengwo.
cn. Psychological attachment was operationalised with three dimensions including 
we-ness, moral responsibility and shared culture encompassing six items that were 
adopted from Park and Cho (2012) and Muniz and O’Guinn (2001). Next, online 
community characteristics were operationalised with 4 dimensions including quality 
of information, quality of system, interaction, and rewards with 12 items that were 
adopted from Jang et al. (2008). Online community commitment was measured 
using four items adopted from Cheung and Lee (2009). Lastly, member loyalty 
was measured using one item adopted from Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Malhotra 
(2000). A five-point Likert scale was used to reduce respondent frustration and 
increase response rate and quality, as suggested by Prayag (2007). A pre-test was 
carried out to validate the survey instrument, which involved 40 online community 
members. Based on the comments from this pre-test, a few minor changes were 
made to the structure of the sentences used in the questionnaire. 

Sample Design and Data Collection

The target population for this study was limited to online community members who 
are registered and active in three Chinese online communities, specifically qyer.com, 
traveler365 and mafengwo.cn. A hyperlink to the online version of the questionnaire 
was posted to the “lounges” of the selected three online communities with instructions 
on how to fill the questionnaire. The sample for this study was drawn on the basis 
of self-selection. Data was collected over a period of 4 weeks whereby a total of 
463 members completed the questionnaire. Out of these responses, 59 had more 
than 10% of missing data whereas another 15 had engaged responses (same answers 
selected for all the questions). These were discarded and the remaining 389 responses 
were deemed appropriate for further analyses. Table 1 presents the demographic 
characteristics of the sample.
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Table 1. Demographic statistics

Demographic Characteristic n %
Gender Male

Female
159
230

41
59

Age 18 – 25 years old
26 – 30 years old
31 – 35 years old
Over 35 years old

124
159
78
27

32
41
20
7

Length of membership 
with community

Less than 1 year
1 – 3 years
More than 3 years

124
230
35

32
59
9

Login frequency Not daily
1 – 3 times daily
More than 3 times daily

132
198
58

34
51
15

Login duration Less than an hour
1 – 3 hours
More than 3 hours

288
97
4

74
25
1

Posting frequency Rarely
Once a day
Once a week
Once a month

82
191
97
19

21
49
25
5

Analytical Methods

For this study, statistical analysis and hypotheses were tested using the partial least 
squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM). To conduct the analysis, we used 
SmartPLS software, Version 2.0 (Ringle, Wende & Will, 2005). Despite criticism, 
PLS is a well-established technique for estimating path coefficients in structural 
models and has become increasingly popular in marketing research in the last decade 
because of its ability to model latent constructs under conditions of non-normality 
and using small to medium sample sizes (Hair, Hult, Ringle & Sarstedt, 2013; 
Ali, Rezaei, Hussain & Ragavan, 2014; Ali & Omar, 2014). In addition, it is also 
suitable since one construct of the study is measured using single item (Ali et al., 
2014; Hair et al., 2013). PLS algorithm procedures were performed to determine 
the significance levels of the loadings, weights, and path coefficients followed by the 
bootstrapping technique (5000 resample) to determine the significance levels of the 
proposed hypothesis. Following the procedure suggested by Anderson & Gerbing 
(1988), the validity of the measurement model was estimated before testing the 
structural relationships outlined in the structural model.
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Findings and Analysis

Measurement Model

First, the measurement model was tested for convergent validity. This was assessed 
through factor loadings, composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted 
(AVE) (Hair et al., 2013). Table 2 shows that all item loadings exceeded the 
recommended value of 0.6 (Chin, Peterson, & Brown, 2008). Composite reliability 
values, which depict the degree to which the construct indicators indicate the latent 
construct, exceeded the recommended value of 0.7 while average variance extracted, 
which reflects the overall amount of variance in the indicators accounted for by the 
latent construct, exceeded the recommended value of 0.5 (Ali & Amin, 2014; Hair 
et al., 2013).

Table 2. Validity and reliability for constructs

Outer 
Loadings

AVEa CRb

Individual Psychological Attachment 0.604 0.901

The friendship I have with other members in my 
community means a lot to me
When I think of members of online community, I think 
of ‘we’ instead of ‘they’
I am happy to help others by sharing information with 
other community members
I would be happy for my community growth
I am familiar with the history of my community
I feel a sense of being connected to members of my 
community

0.720

0.772

0.886

0.893
0.815
0.746

Online Community Characteristics 0.568 0.912

The information provided through this online community 
is excellent.
The information provided through this online community 
is affluent.
The information provided through this online community 
is new.
The information provided through this online community 
is credible.
It is very convenient to navigate through information on 
this online community.
The system access to this online community is stable.

0.769

0.816

0.825

0.758

0.708

0.697
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Table 2 (con’t)

There is a lot of activity in terms of exchanging 
information and interpersonal exchanges on this online 
community.
The speed of inquiry and response on this online 
community is good.
There are a lot of exchanges between host and members of 
this online community.
Using this online community gives me monetary rewards.
Using this online community gives me psychological 
rewards.
Member’s privileges on this online community are set 
according to degree of their activity.

0.896

0.902

0.893

0.824
0.842

0.671

Online Community Commitment 0.696 0.901

I am very committed to my community
My community is something I really care about
I have a positive feeling toward my community
I would like to have long-term membership in my 
community

0.853
0.866
0.836
0.779

Members’ Loyalty Single-Item Construct

I visit this community regularly 1.000 1.000
a AVE = (summation of squared factor loadings)/(summation of squared factor loadings) (summation 
of error variances)
b Composite reliability = (square of the summation of the factor loadings) / [(square of the 
summation of the factor loadings) + (square of the summation of the error variances)]

The next step was to assess the discriminant validity, which refers to “the extent 
to which the measures are not a reflection of some other variables” and it is indicated 
by the low correlations between the measure of interest and the measures of other 
constructs (Ramayah, Yeap & Igatius, 2013, p. 142). Table 3 shows that the square 
root of the AVE (diagonal values) of each construct is larger than its corresponding 
correlation coefficients indicating adequate discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 
1981). To conclude, the measurement model showed an adequate convergent validity 
and discriminant validity.
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Table 3. Discriminant validity
Construct 1 2 3 4
Individual psychological attachment
Online community characteristics
Online community commitment
Member loyalty

0.777*
0.753
0.539
0.383

0.754
0.584
0.427

0.834
0.388 1.000**

Note*: The square root of AVE of every multi-item construct (first-order and second-order) is shown 
on the main diagonal.
Note**: Member loyalty is single-item construct

Furthermore, when loadings across the columns in Table 4 are compared, this 
also indicates that an indicator’s loadings on its own construct are higher than all of 
its cross loadings with other constructs, in all cases. Thus, the results indicate there is 
discriminant validity between all the constructs based on the cross loadings criterion.

Table 4. Cross loadings
Constructs Individual 

psychological 
attachment

Online 
community 
characteristics

Online 
community 
commitment

Member 
loyalty

We1a

We2
MR1
MR2
SC1
SC2
IQ1
IQ2
IQ3
IQ4
SQ1
SQ2
IN1
IN2
IN3
RE1
RE2
RE3
COM1
COM2
COM3
COM4
LOY

0.72
0.772
0.886
0.893
0.815
0.746
0.548
0.491
0.482
0.633
0.587
0.451
0.509
0.505
0.571
0.459
0.477
0.480
0.444
0.475
0.481
0.398
0.383

0.591
0.505
0.611
0.607
0.598
0.607
0.769
0.816
0.825
0.758
0.708
0.697
0.896
0.902
0.893
0.824
0.842
0.671
0.504
0.513
0.509
0.421
0.427

0.386
0.360
0.405
0.426
0.464
0.475
0.407
0.418
0.441
0.464
0.414
0.207
0.315
0.295
0.377
0.363
0.386
0.772
0.853
0.866
0.836
0.779
0.388

0.261
0.245
0.310
0.335
0.321
0.311
0.328
0.301
0.347
0.257
0.325
0.187
0.255
0.199
0.345
0.320
0.325
0.339
0.330
0.310
0.316
0.343
1.000

a Bold values are loadings for items which are above the recommended value of 0.5.
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Moreover, Table 5 shows that the weights of the first-order constructs on the 
designated second-order constructs indicate that members’ individual psychological 
attachment is a second-order factor with three significant first-order dimensions, 
namely, we-ness (weightage = 0.875; t-value = 53.30), moral responsibility 
(weightage = 0.903; t-value = 78.55) and shared culture (weightage = 0.862; t-value 
= 56.67). Similarly, the findings also indicate that online community characteristics 
is a second-order factor with four significant first-order dimensions, namely, quality 
of information (weightage = 0.802; t-value = 29.193), quality of system (weightage 
= 0.830; t-value = 44.76), interaction (weightage = 0.840; t-value = 48.80), and 
rewards (weightage = 0.847; t-value = 45.33).

Table 5. Weights of the first-order constructs on the designated second-order constructs

Second-order constructs First-order constructs Weight t-Value

Individual 
Attachment

Psychological We-ness
Moral responsibility
Shared culture

0.875
0.903
0.862

53.30**
78.55**
56.67**

Online 
Characteristics

Community Quality of information
Quality of system
Interaction
Rewards

0.802
0.830
0.840
0.847

29.193**
44.76**
48.80**
45.33**

Notes: Critical t-values. **2.58 (P<0.01).

Structural Model

We used SmartPLS 2.0 to test the structural model and hypotheses (Ringle et al., 
2005). A bootstrapping procedure with 1000 iterations was performed to examine 
the statistical significance of the weights of sub-constructs and path coefficients (Chin 
et al., 2008). Figure 2 shows the results of the analysis. The corrected R2s in Figure 2 
refer to the explanatory power of the predictor variable(s) on the respective construct. 
Individual psychological attachment and online community characteristics explain 
36.50% of members’ commitment towards online communities (R2 = 0.365). 
Moreover, members’ commitment explain 15.1% of their loyalty towards travel and 
tourism-related online communities (R2 = 0.151). In regard to model validity, Chin 
et al. (2008) classified the endogenous latent variables as substantial, moderate or 
weak based on the R2 values of 0.67, 0.33, or 0.19 respectively. Accordingly, online 
community commitment (R2 = 0.365) and member loyalty (R2 = 0.151) can be 
described as moderate and weak, respectively.
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Figure 2. Structural model

Finally, the complete results of the structural model and hypotheses testing 
are presented in Table 6. All the three hypotheses (H1, H2 and H3) were strongly 
supported indicating that psychological attachment and online community 
characteristics are significant drivers of members’ commitment towards online 
communities. Moreover, members’ commitment also significantly explains their 
loyalty towards travel and tourism-related online communities. 

Table 6. Structural estimates (Hypotheses testing)

Hypothesis Standard 
Beta

Standard 
Error

T 
Statistics

Decision

H1

H2

H3

Individual psychological 
attachment ➝ Online 
community commitment 
Online community 
characteristics ➝ Online 
community commitment
Online community commitment 
➝ Members’ loyally

0.228

0.412

0.388

0.065

0.072

0.051

3.485**

5.708**

7.573**

Supported

Supported

Supported

Notes: Critical t-values. **2.58 (P<0.01); * 1.96 (P<0.05)
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Conclusion

Discussion and Implications

This study aimed to examine the drivers of commitment amongst  online community 
members and its effect on their loyalty. A research model was established which 
posits the casual relationships between  psychological attachment, virtual community 
characteristics, community commitment and member loyalty. Psychological 
attachment consists of three dimensions including we-ness, moral responsibilities, 
and shared culture whereas online community characteristics consists of four 
dimensions including quality of information, quality of system, interaction and 
reward. Based on a sample collected from three Chinese travel and tourism-related 
online communities, the empirical analyses confirmed the hypothesised relationships.

First, the results reveal that commitment is determined by  psychological attachment 
and online community characteristics. Literature suggests that commitment to an 
online community could be built by the psychological attachment of its members, 
which can be measured by their feelings. Online community characteristics can be 
measured by the influences of community stimulation. When community members 
feel a sense of union, responsibility for the growth and sustainability of the community, 
and share a common culture with other members, they are more likely committed to 
the community (Park & Cho, 2012). In addition, according to Jang et al. (2008), if 
the online community can provide valuable information, stable and secure systems, 
stimulations such as interaction and reward, members will have higher commitment 
towards the community. This study integrated these two drivers and validated them 
in travel and tourism-related online communities in China. The results reveal that 
online community characteristics have a stronger impact on members’ commitment; 
and among the four dimensions of online community characteristics, reward and 
interaction showed higher weightage compared to quality of information and quality 
of system. These findings confirm the results of previous studies that show members 
who are highly engaged in a community positively affect their commitment (Jang et 
al., 2008; Park & Cho, 2012). 

The findings of this study can explain why Chinese tourists use travel and 
tourism-related online communities as their source of information to make purchase 
decisions before and during their travel. The findings of this study provide important 
insights to e-tailers and e-marketers who utilise online communities to promote 
their businesses. First, since interaction strongly influences online community 
commitment, e-trailers can enhance their websites by providing functions that 
promote member’s interaction, such as chat and messenger services. Second, based 
on the finding that rewards for activities had a significant weightage, leaders should 
continuously filter out low-value materials in order to make the online community 
more useful for members. Editorial control of the contents that gives rewards to 
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community members can help sustain a community. Third, travel and tourism-
related online communities in China should concentrate on increasing information 
and system quality. Fourth, these online communities need to provide diverse 
methods of communication among community members in order to enhance 
members’ psychological attachment. For example, different communication options 
like instant text messaging, instant feedback, and chat rooms can induce more 
dynamic communication in an informal atmosphere (Park & Cho, 2012). Using 
these communication methods, members can identify themselves and connect with 
others. Moreover, the online community can adopt emoticons, avatars, and creative 
experiences which may create a more vivid interpersonal communication among 
members in the community, and further enhance members’ emotional involvement 
in the online community via a fun experience.

Furthermore, the findings of this study also confirm that commitment to an 
online community has significant impact on member’s loyalty, which is consistent 
with previous findings (Park & Cho, 2012; Jang et al., 2008). Literature suggests 
that a committed member is more likely to utilise the community to search for 
information, seek advice on selecting the best option, provide positive word of mouth, 
and complete revisits. For committed online community members, the information, 
opinions and suggested products/services may have a more powerful impact on their 
behaviour than information from other sources. As a result, travel and tourism-
related online communities play a dominant role for members in deciding their 
travel destinations, packages, plans, and purchases (Nusair et al., 2012). 

E-marketers can benefit by emphasising more on adopting suitable strategies that 
develop a sustainable relationship with community members. For instance, service 
providers can improve their financial performance through consumer revisits and 
word-of-mouth marketing. Since online community stimulation or commitment 
can enhance member loyalty, service providers need to prepare a variety of strategies 
to attract customers through online communities. For example, they could provide 
community members with physical locations for offline activities, together with 
money/bonus as rewards when they purchase any particular advertised products/
services. They can also invite members to join in different tour groups to make the 
online communities more colourful and creative.    

Limitations and Future Research Suggestions

The current study elucidates several important issues including two drivers that 
effect online community commitment. The model was validated by analysing data 
collected from three travel and tourism-related online communities in China. The 
sample in this study was largely made up of people in their twenties to thirties, 
which is probably an accurate reflection of the majority of online community users. 
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However, since the survey was conducted online, it may not have covered the whole 
population of travellers in China. This study highlighted two drivers but other factors 
remain to be explored. Cheung and Lee (2009) and Budiman (2008) suggested 
that past experience and enjoyment are important factors which influence people’s 
commitment to online communities. Future research could focus on exploring more 
factors uncovered from this study. In addition, based on the present study, further 
research may develop a more elaborate questionnaire to understand further online 
communities. Lastly, this study only examined three Chinese travel and tourism-
related online communities and as such, similar research in the future should be 
expanded to a wider range of industries in different regions to validate the research 
model. 
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