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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of expectation disconfirmation on user loyalty and recommen-
dation behavior with respect to online travel and tourism services. For this, the Expectation Disconfirmation Theory was em-
ployed as a lens of analysis, and the critical incident technique was applied to survey 94 Expedia users. In this study, a num-
ber of findings emerged that contribute to our understanding of the antecedents of loyalty and word-of-mouth behavior, and 
lead to important recommendations that may be utilized by online travel and  tourism businesses. Particularly, the lack of a 
clear link between the type (i.e., positive or negative) of expectation disconfirmation and loyalty / service recommendation 
was observed. Consistent with prior research, it was concluded that the relationship between customer experience, satisfac-
tion, loyalty and word-of-mouth is very complicated. 
 
Keywords: Expectation Disconfirmation Theory, travel and tourism, loyalty, word-of-mouth, service, website, critical inci-
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this project is to investigate the 
impact of expectation disconfirmation on customer loy-
alty and recommendation behavior with respect to online 
travel and tourism services. For this, 64 positive and 40 
negative critical incidents were obtained from 94 users of 
Expedia and analyzed through classical content analysis 
techniques. The overall objective was to determine the 
effect of these highly significant events on both consumer 
loyalty to the service provider and future service promo-

tion through word-of-mouth. For this, Expectation Dis-
confirmation Theory, which takes its roots in the field of 
marketing, was employed as a lens of analysis. It is be-
lieved that this study’s findings shed some light on online 
user behavior and allow developing recommendations for 
firms in the online travel industry that may help them 
better serve customers in the future. 

For the past decade, the travel and tourism indus-
try has dramatically changed not only at the corporate and 
business levels but also in terms of consumer engage-
ment, with the introduction of the Internet and electronic 
commerce activities. While such changes have facilitated 
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innovative business strategies and offerings, they have 
also created many alterations and challenges to the user 
experience. The success of the travel and tourism industry 
relies on the flow of information, and this is exactly what 
the Internet offers its businesses and consumers [1]. Giv-
en the suitability of its business operations with electronic 
commerce, the online travel industry has been growing 
considerably over the past decade. The 2007 online lei-
sure travel market in the United States constituted more 
than one-third of the total U.S. travel industry sector, and 
it is predicted to grow at a fast rate [2]. The Canadian 
online travel sector doubled between 2005 and 2006 to 
C$6.5 billion, and it is forecast to almost double again by 
2009. Almost one-third of all leisure-type travel was 
booked online by Canadian consumers in 2007 [3].   

However, despite the ongoing adoption of online 
travel and tourism services by many consumers, the in-
dustry is not without its challenges. For instance, many 
people prefer to use the Internet to research the offerings 
rather than make online transactions [4]. Technical prob-
lems or usability issues sometimes complicate user online 
experience, and this can lead to negative outcomes for the 
corresponding websites and their owners, especially when 
the market becomes increasingly competitive. Bad online 
experiences include those that provide users with inacces-
sible, irrelevant or dated information, failed, inaccurate or 
incomplete transactions, and various usability pitfalls that 
take the user through infinite loops of navigation [5]. 
Websites with poor or non-existent pre-or post-sales cus-
tomer services, in the form of either call centers or online 
feedback, may also dramatically frustrate online shoppers. 
An understanding of which facets of the online customer 
experience frustrate users is valuable to online travel and 
tourism service providers because improvement in user 
interaction may potentially increase sales by 33% [6]. 

From the Expectation Disconfirmation Theory 
perspective [7-9], when individuals utilize online travel 
and tourism websites, they accept and use the service, and 
therefore form perceptions about service performance. 
They also compare their actual perceptions with their ini-
tial expectations and develop a specific level of satisfac-
tion or dissatisfaction. As a result, their likelihood of us-
ing the same website in future and recommending it to 
other potential users may be predicted. Specifically, a 
positive or negative critical event, which caused a great 
extent of satisfaction or dissatisfaction, may be parsimo-
nious in determining future user behavior. For example, 
those who found that the online provider fully met their 
initial expectations and provided them with excellent ser-
vices are going to use the same provider later and recom-
mend it to family, friends and colleagues. In contrast, 
those whose expectations were not met, become dissatis-

fied with the provider, are unlikely to purchase its ser-
vices and engage in negative word-of-mouth. 

On the one hand, the online travel and tourism 
sector has been growing at an accelerating pace. For in-
stance, most airline travelers in developed countries cur-
rently use e-tickets rather than their hard copy counter-
parts. In many cases, the only option is to go online to 
investigate, compare, and purchase travel and tourism 
products. On the other hand, both academic literature and 
anecdotal evidence suggest that whereas many users are 
highly satisfied with their online experience, some come 
across extremely negative critical incidents that affect 
their future behavior with respect to service provider loy-
alty and word-of-mouth service recommendation [10]. 
Loyalty and recommendation behaviors are the key fac-
tors because they are directly linked to customer reten-
tion, promotion, and overall financial performance of ser-
vice providers. Therefore, by using the Expectation Dis-
confirmation Theory as a lens of analysis, it is important 
to understand how critical incidents that users of online 
travel and tourism websites experience affect loyalty and 
promotion-related factors. For this, the critical incident 
technique is employed since it fits well with the research 
objective of this study. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The Online Travel and Tourism Industry 

The online travel and tourism industry began in 
the 1960s when American Airlines and IBM launched the 
Semi-Automated Business Research Environment 
(SABRE, now SABRE Technology Group). Originally 
designed for use by the reservations staff at American 
Airlines, it was the first computerized airline reservation 
system in the industry [11]. Subsequent technological 
advances have facilitated the growth of online travel ser-
vices and turned them into a growing electronic com-
merce sector. By their very nature, travel and tourism 
products fit well with the Internet and information com-
munication technologies since they are distinct, commod-
ity-like, intangible, and generally well understood by their 
consumers [12]. The overall success of the travel and 
tourism industry depends on real-time communication and 
collaboration among various partners. The Internet-based 
technologies enable effective communication, facilitate 
product differentiation and service personalization [13]. 
As a result, the sector has attracted millions of customers 
who relish their independence in booking travel to suit 
their desired specifications [14]. 

The traditional intermediaries, such as brick-and-
mortar travel agents, have felt competitive pressure from 
both online companies and direct online booking. Record 
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numbers of traditional travel agencies have been forced to 
close as many of their customers go online. Revenues 
from the booking of airline tickets, such as commissions 
paid by the carrier, have dramatically decreased because 
the airlines try to cut costs, respond to changing consumer 
demands, and innovate their own online booking systems 
with emerging information technologies. Some travel 
agents disappeared. Others, who have adopted novel 
strategies, embraced new technologies and incorporated 
online systems into their business processes, are better 
able to serve their customers. By evolving with the tech-
nology, they can use their expertise to develop value-
added services, capture market loyalty and design unique 
product strategies [15]. 

Traditionally, airlines have been a leading sector 
with respect to the adoption of information and communi-
cation technologies. For decades, computer-based systems 
have played a growing role in their strategy, operations, 
and communication functions [13]. However, the growth 
of the online travel and tourism sector, particularly the 
appearance of large online travel companies, has intro-
duced both a new distribution channel and a booking 
competitor. It has also increased consumer demand for 
rapid access to flight information, booking options and 
reward/loyalty programs. In response, airlines have tried 
to achieve competitive advantages through marketing 
programs, cost-cutting initiatives (e.g., through commis-
sion caps and electronic ticketing), and rewards for direct 
booking. Hotels, car rental companies, and cruise lines 
have also felt the effects of information communication 
technologies. Each of these sectors has adapted its own 
online booking services and has been forced to make dy-
namic changes to marketing and business strategies [1]. 

Online-only travel websites have entered the tra-
vel and tourism industry very successfully and introduced 
a new type of competitor to the marketplace. According to 
Internet World Stats [16], based on 2006 revenues the top 
three leaders are Expedia, Travelocity, and Orbitz. Ever 
expanding and adapting to the needs and demands of con-
sumers, these companies have established a strong pres-
ence in a very competitive market. The online players 
have been working hard to create brand identities and 
establish site loyalty, but this has proven to be challenging 
because customers prefer to site-hop when researching 
during their travel planning.  

Overall, the importance of the online travel and 
tourism sector is unarguable. At the same time, there are 
warning signs that already attracted the attention of major 
industry players. The National Quality Research Center at 
the University of Michigan (http://www.theacsi.org), 
which continually monitors the level of customer satisfac-
tion with various industries including online travel web-
sites, reports that the degree of customer satisfaction with 

online travel websites declined by 1.4% in 2007. Particu-
larly, the overall satisfaction level dropped 3.8% for Ex-
pedia, Inc. and 1.4% for Travelocity.com, L.P. This may 
have dramatic negative consequences for these compa-
nies. Lower levels of customer satisfaction may also di-
minish customer motivation to return to these websites 
since the gratification they receive in doing so has less-
ened [17]. The following sub-section highlights the im-
portance of customer loyalty and service recommenda-
tions from the Expectation Disconfirmation Theory per-
spective. 

Expectation Disconfirmation Theory, Loyalty 

and Service Recommendation 

According to Expectation Disconfirmation The-
ory [8, 9], individuals anticipate a specific level of service 
when they are about to engage in a purchase transaction. 
When they utilize the actual service, they form valid per-
ceptions of service performance. The degree of positive or 
negative disconfirmation is developed when pre-and post-
purchase expectations are compared that in turn influ-
ences overall satisfaction. A positive disconfirmation oc-
curs when service performance exceeds initial expecta-
tions, which leads to higher satisfaction. In contrast, a 
negative disconfirmation takes place when service per-
formance falls short of what was originally expected, 
which causes lower satisfaction [18]. This theory was 
developed in the field of marketing. Recently, it became 
popular in other scholarly domains, including information 
systems and electronic commerce [7, 19, 20].  

The fact that customer satisfaction is one of the 
most critical factors for online service providers is unar-
guable. However, businesses are more interested in the 
outcomes of customer satisfaction. The extant literature 
advocates that those are loyalty and service promotion 
through the word-of-mouth. 

The concept of loyalty has been studied in the 
business literature for decades. Loyalty is a commitment 
by an existing customer to a particular store, brand or 
service provider when other comparative options are ac-
cessible [21]. It creates favorable attitudes resulting in 
repeat purchasing behavior over time. There is a strong 
link between the creation of value for customers, loyalty 
and firm’s profits. In other words, a business system 
works through a cycle that is fostered by customer loy-
alty. Market share and revenues increase as a result of the 
retention of loyal customers who make repeat purchases 
and referrals. The company’s costs also decrease because 
less money is spent trying to lure in new customers. This 
may lead to increased retention of employees as a result 
of positive gains in job satisfaction and productivity that 
in turn adds to the retention of current customers who are 
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better served by more experienced company representa-
tives [22]. Prior research demonstrates that this relation-
ship holds true in both offline and online environments 
[23]. 

The introduction of electronic commerce has ex-
tended this concept to the phenomenon of e-loyalty. E-
loyalty is a customer’s perceived loyalty and favorable 
attitude towards an online business that results in site re-
visits and/or repeat purchasing behavior [24, 25]. The 
economic principles that apply to the traditional concept 
of loyalty also extend to e-loyalty. While the cost of at-
taining new customers remains high, often leading to a 
financial deficit in a company’s early years, the cost of 
doing business with loyal customers decreases signifi-
cantly as a result of the increased Volume of their future 
purchases. It has been demonstrated that increases in 
online customers’ loyalty rates by only 5% may increase a 
firm’s profits by 25%– 95%. For example, in the online 
apparel sector, returning customers double their spending 
on a website after they have been purchasing from it for 
24-30 months [26]. 

The competitive nature of the online travel in-
dustry is exacerbated by the unique nature of electronic 
commerce. While online businesses have lower overhead 
costs, broader market outreach and increased ability to 
offer greater convenience to their customers, these advan-
tages may lead to a larger number of competitors entering 
the marketplace. In turn, this allows consumers to com-
pare offerings provided by a number of online businesses 
with minimal effort [27].  

There exist a number of factors that can act as 
precursors to the establishment of e-loyalty [27]. These 
include: customization of products and services; dynamic 
contact interactivity between the website and its custom-
ers; cultivation of the customer relationship over time; 
care taken to ensure satisfactory pre-and post-purchase 
customer interface activities; development of an online 
social community to encourage the interaction between 
current and potential customers; wide range of offerings 
for customers to choose from; and a website with charac-
ter that promotes a positive reputation for the business. 
These ideas are similar to those expressed by Cyr, Has-
sanein, Head, & Ivanov [28] who emphasize the impor-
tance of the establishment of social presence between the 
customer and website. Social presence, the concept that a 
user perceives the website as being personal, sensitive and 
warm, allows a feeling of human contact to facilitate the 
human-computer interaction processes. 

In addition to e-loyalty, another important con-
sequence resulting from positive user experiences is fu-
ture service recommendation, also referred to as word-of-
mouth. It is the process of sharing of information regard-
ing products and services from one consumer to another 

through some channel of communication, mostly orally or 
electronically, for example, through email, blogs or fo-
rums [29]. Positive word-of-mouth can have a favorable 
impact on a company’s profits when it helps to attract 
new customers. For example, EBay, the online auction 
website, reports that positive word-of-mouth has resulted 
in high levels of referred customers; this has lowered 
overall customer acquisition costs. In addition, the re-
ferred customers return to the experienced EBay users for 
guidance and support. This, in turn, lowers the site’s tech-
nical and customer support expenses. 

At the same time, word-of-mouth can be nega-
tive. Consumer dissatisfaction has been demonstrated to 
have at least a two-fold impact on the likelihood that a 
person will speak negatively about a company following 
an undesirable experience [30]. Furthermore, customers 
who switch from one company to another as a result of a 
dissatisfactory experience are more likely to engage in 
negative post-switching word-of-mouth behavior than 
those who switched purely due to price sensitivity. In 
essence, there can be greater long-term harm to a firm that 
fails to provide a client with satisfactory services; this 
may prevent the acquisition of future customers [31]. 

Word-of-mouth is stimulated by a number of fac-
tors. These include: the information a receiver needs 
about a firm, product or service; coincidental conversa-
tions between a current customer and a potential one; and 
high levels of either satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Know-
ledge of these factors may allow firms to design their 
marketing strategies to effectively stimulate a positive 
word-of-mouth situation [32]. In essence, the ability to 
maintain a current customer’s loyalty and positive word-
of-mouth behavior extends beyond an initial purchase. 
Therefore, firms need to be cognizant of this fact to en-
sure that they have quality post-purchase customer satis-
faction programs in place. 

Overall, the importance of e-loyalty and service 
recommendation has been clearly established in both off-
line and online business domains. The online travel and 
tourism industry represents a significant sector of econ-
omy, and its magnitude continues to grow. At the same 
time, the overall level of customer satisfaction with online 
travel and tourism services has declined, and many users 
have experienced negative critical events with the per-
formance, functionality, or delivery of online travel and 
tourism services. The purpose of this project is to explore 
the effect of these positive and negative critical events on 
user loyalty and service recommendation behaviors. This 
was achieved through the application of the critical inci-
dent technique that is described in the following section. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The Critical Incident Technique 

The critical incident technique (CIT) was used to 
identify various scenarios of user behaviors. First de-
scribed in John C. Flanagan’s [33] seminal article, the 
critical incident technique is an approach for collecting 
direct observations of human behavior in order to make 
recommendations and develop broad psychological prin-
ciples. Originating from studies completed within the 
Aviation Psychology Program in the United States Air 
Force during the Second World War, CIT has since been 
used to study behavior in a number of disciplines includ-
ing, but not limited to, management [34], hospitality [35], 
marketing [36], and the Internet [37]. CIT has been fruit-
fully employed in projects that are somewhat similar to 
the present investigation. For example, by using the criti-
cal incident technique, Gilbert & Morris [38] investigated 
satisfaction of business travelers; Sweeney & Lapp [39] 
explored factors affecting Web site quality perceptions; 
and Bitner, Booms & Tetreault [40] studied service en-
counters of airline, hotel and restaurant customers. Khan 
et al. [41] demonstrated that CIT may be successfully 
applied in the MIS field. Results obtained using CIT are 
judged to be reliable and valid [42]. Andersson & Nils-
son’s [43] comprehensive study on the method’s reliabil-
ity and validity also reported that this approach is reliable; 
the authors also discovered no distinct difference between 
the data collection methods of written questionnaires and 
interviews. 

CIT is a well-established method that uses a flex-
ible set of principles that can be adapted to reflect the 
nature of the phenomenon under investigation. Flanagan 
[33] describes an incident as ‘any observable human ac-
tivity that is sufficiently complete in itself to permit infer-
ences and predictions to be made about the person per-
forming the act’ (p. 327). The technique requires the col-
lection, analysis and interpretation of reports of actions 
taken by users in response to a certain experience. It in-
cludes the development of a classification system that 
placed the reported critical incidents into defined catego-
ries; subsequent analysis allows the researcher to make 
inferences regarding the improvement of outcomes for 
future scenarios. In this study, CIT allowed identifying 
specific events that turned a user’s interaction with online 
travel and tourism products into a positive/favorable ex-
perience or a negative/unfavorable one. 

In this study, CIT was used to obtain a number 
of scenarios of user interaction with online travel and 
tourism services in order to understand the impact of 
these interactions on user loyalty and service recommen-
dation behaviors. The scenarios help to establish the de-

gree of users’ expectation disconfirmation and its effect 
on future behaviors that are of interest to online busi-
nesses. Cenfetelli [44] suggests that positive and negative 
user experiences with information technologies influence 
different kinds of user perceptions and cause opposite 
decisions towards future technology acceptance. There-
fore, it is possible that positive and negative expectation 
disconfirmations would lead to different user actions, 
feelings, loyalty and word-of-mouth behavior changes 
with respect to online travel and tourism services. 

As a methodology, the critical incident technique 
has a number of strengths [45, 46]. First, the researcher’s 
bias is minimized since subjects decide what events are 
the most applicable in a specific context. Second, CIT is 
an inductive methodology that helps to identify new fac-
tors that might be potentially missed by other inquiry me-
thods. Third, it provides rich data of original user experi-
ences that may be explored in detail to understand their 
behavior, its causes, and its consequences. 

CIT also has several limitations. First, research-
ers may misunderstand the data and misinterpret people’s 
stories. Second, similar to other qualitative techniques, 
ambiguities in data coding may arise that may threaten the 
reliability and validity of the findings. Third, a recall bias 
may affect data quality since some respondents may for-
get important details over time. In order to mitigate these 
limitations of CIT, two independent coders were em-
ployed. A draft codebook was developed in advance 
based on existing literature that is considered a valid qua-
litative research principle [47]. This helped the research-
ers more accurately identify theoretical and practical is-
sues arising from the data. When a new code was re-
quired, it was discussed by the research team. Changes to 
existing codes were made throughout the investigation to 
better fit the data. One coder was very familiar with this 
study’s research domain, and another was not. This poten-
tially reduced researchers’ biases and preconceived no-
tions of what to expect from the survey data. The ques-
tionnaire presented detailed instructions on each aspect of 
the critical incident that minimized cognitive load on re-
spondents and allowed them to concentrate on recalls. 
The respondents were given no deadline by which to 
complete the questionnaire. It was hoped that this ap-
proach addressed most of the CIT shortcomings. 

Study Design 

In this project, Expedia, Inc. was selected to col-
lect positive and negative critical incidents. Collecting 
incidents from many different service providers may pro-
duce a high number of codes with only a few cases each; 
this will make it difficult to group similar cases together 
to identify cause-and-effect patterns.  
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On the one hand, the generalizability of this pro-
ject’s findings may be limited. On the other hand, this 
study design is likely to solicit incidents that may be 
grouped together to construct causal diagrams which is 
frequently done in CIT investigations. 

Expedia, Inc. is the world’s largest online travel 
and tourism company offering services to customers 
around the globe. It started as part of Microsoft in 1995 
and began trading publicly in 1999. Headquartered in 
Bellevue, Washington, it has 6,500 employees. The com-
pany has positioned itself as a travel community where 
customers can find detailed, real-time information about 
products and services offered by a multitude of airlines, 
accommodations, car rental companies, and cruise lines. 
As an online travel and tourism company, Expedia facili-
tates the booking of transactions and passes customer 
reservations to suppliers. 

Expedia has become the world’s leading travel 
provider; it processes 25 million transactions per month. 
Its recent customer-centered product initiatives include: a 
‘best price guarantee’ in which the site promises to pro-
vide the best rates available online; ‘your personal trip 
guide’ in which extensive travel information is offered; 
and the ‘Expedia promise’ which provides the customer 
with the assurance that the company will support them 
through the completion of their journey. To remain com-
petitive in an increasingly challenging market, the com-
pany has invested heavily in various initiatives to achieve 
high levels of customer service. Expedia was rewarded 
for its efforts in 2006 when it received the highest cus-
tomer satisfaction rating among online travel providers, 
based on the American Customer Satisfaction Index 
(ASCI). Expedia was also identified in 2006 as a leader in 
the areas of customer experience and customer acquisi-
tion.  

Despite its successes, many customers have re-
ported dissatisfactions with the various aspects of Expe-
dia’s products and services, for example, lost reservations, 
incorrect hotel accommodations, and difficulty in obtain-
ing customer support. Frustrated customers have com-
plained to the Better Business Bureau (www.bbb.org) and 
online (www.victimsofexpedia.com). The ACSI’s e-
commerce report for the fourth quarter of 2007 revealed 
that Expedia’s customer satisfaction score dropped by 
3.8%, although it still remains the highest rated travel 

website [17]. The Better Business Bureau registers over 
15 complaints with Expedia per month. In addition, gen-
eral reliability of the website is reported to be an area of 
weakness since three percent of the visitors experience a 
significant site failure [48].  

Therefore, Expedia is the largest online travel 
and tourism service provider whose users have had both 
positive and negative experiences with the service. While 
there are public data highlighting successes and failures 
that customers have had using Expedia, no prior study has 
evaluated the behaviors of users following an occurrence 
of a critical incident with respect to loyalty and service 
recommendation behavior changes. 

Data collection was completed using a paper-
based questionnaire. Flanagan (1954) stated that moti-
vated participants who respond to written questionnaires 
provide results comparable to those obtained through in-
dividual interviews. Questionnaire design used open-
ended questions and was based on previous investigations 
that used CIT [49-52]. The instrument solicited the par-
ticipants’ experiences with Expedia regarding incidents 
that they felt were highly satisfying (positive) and those 
they found extremely dissatisfying (negative). Every re-
spondent was asked to provide at least one positive and 
one negative critical incident with Expedia although the 
questionnaire provided space for two positive and two 
negative incidents if respondents wished to offer more 
events (see Table 1). To avoid bias, the order of positive 
and negative situations was randomized. Basic demo-
graphic data were also obtained. When respondents had 
questions about the study or instructions, they contacted 
the researchers in person, phone or electronically for ex-
planations. 

The minimum sample size requirements in CIT 
investigations depend on the complexity of the phenome-
non. A meta-analysis by Urquhart et al., [53] revealed that 
most sample sizes of previous CIT projects varied be-
tween 50 and 100 incidents, with only a few exceeding 
300. Since the phenomenon explored in the present study 
is relatively simple and has a prior literature base, collect-
ing 100 critical incidents would be sufficient. 94 indi-
viduals who were personally known to the researchers and 
who previously utilized Expedia completed the question-
naire. 
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Table 1: Questionnaire 
 

Item Positive Incident Negative Incident 

 

Instructions: Answer the questions below with respect to 
the latest most significant POSITIVE incident that you ex-
perienced with Expedia. This incident could have occurred 
during or after when you interacted with this website (e.g., a 
time when you were extremely satisfied with the use of this 
online travel and tourism service). 

Instructions: Answer the questions below with respect to 
the latest most significant NEGATIVE incident that you 
experienced with Expedia. This incident could have occurred 
during or after when you interacted with this website (e.g., a 
time when you were extremely dissatisfied with the use of 
this online travel and tourism service). 

1 
Before the incident happened, why did you decide to go 
online at www.expedia.ca? 

Before the incident happened, why did you decide to go 
online at www.expedia.ca? 

2 Provide a complete and detailed description of the incident. Provide a complete and detailed description of the incident. 

3 
When did the incident take place? (e.g., days, weeks, months 
or years ago?) 

When did the incident take place? (e.g., days, weeks, months 
or years ago?) 

4 What were your feelings and perceptions of this situation? What were your feelings and perceptions of this situation? 

5 What actions did you take during the incident? What actions did you take during the incident? 

6 
How often has the same or a similar situation occurred when 
you used Expedia in the past? 

How often has the same or a similar situation occurred when 
you used Expedia in the past? 

7 
Has the incident caused you to utilize Expedia more often 
compared to other online travel websites or other means of 
purchasing travel products? If yes, please elaborate. 

Has the incident caused you to switch to other online travel 
and tourism websites or other means of purchasing travel 
products? If yes, please indicate the service you switched to. 

8 
Did the incident persuade you to recommend or not to rec-
ommend the use Expedia to others? Please explain and offer 
examples (if any). 

Did the incident persuade you to recommend or not to rec-
ommend the use of Expedia to others? Please explain and 
offer examples (if any). 

 

RESULTS 

Overview 

During the study, 104 critical incidents (64 posi-
tive and 40 negative) were collected from 94 Expedia 
users. Even though all respondents were asked to offer at 
least one positive and at least one negative event, many 
stated that they experienced only one incident that they 
might consider critical. Nevertheless, this did not affect 
the validity of the data.  

The average respondents’ age was 37 years old, 
ranging from 19 to 64. Seventy percent were female. 
They used Expedia an average of four times, ranging from 
one to 20. The respondents purchased travel services from 
other online businesses (i.e., in addition to Expedia), an 
average of nine times, ranging from zero to 100. When a 
randomly selected group of subjects was asked to explain 
what other travel services they had purchased online, 
most mentioned online ticket purchasing directly from 
airlines. 

Classical content analysis was employed for cod-
ing. It is a technique for reducing textual responses to a 
unit-by-variable matrix and analyzing this matrix through 
quantitative principles to understand the phenomenon 
[54]. Classical content analysis may be applied to de-
scribe the issue, answer research questions, establish rela-
tionships among the variables, and make inferences [55-
58]. This approach is useful when brief textual responses, 

similar to the ones obtained in this project, are provided. 
The positivist paradigm was followed [59, 60]. 

Draft a priori codebook was designed by the re-
searchers based on the literature in information systems, 
human-computer interaction, and travel domains. During 
the coding process, new codes were continuously intro-
duced and previous ones were adjusted based on the new 
data. The codebook was reviewed and modified by a non-
coder expert. Two trained, independent coders completed 
the coding and achieved an acceptable level of inter-rater 
agreement (Krippendorff’s [61] coefficient was above 
0.8). All discrepancies were discussed in person, and the 
opinion of an independent expert was obtained in several 
ambiguous cases to reach agreement on item classifica-
tion. Each critical incident was analyzed along the follow-
ing dimensions: 1) pre-purchase intentions and expecta-
tions; 2) incident description; 3) user feelings; 4) user 
actions; 5) loyalty change; and, 6) recommendations be-
havior change. 

Positive Critical Incidents 

Out of the 64 positive critical events, 40 occurred 
within the past year, 7 within the last 18 months, 7 two 
years ago, and 10 over three years ago. 23 incidents oc-
curred once, 6 – twice, 7 – three times, 8 – 5 times, and 14 
took place frequently or every time. Six responses were 
missing. 

Figure 1 outlines a model explicating the impact 
of positive incidents on user behavior and service recom-



 IMPACT OF EXPECTATION DISCONFIRMATION 
  

 

 

Journal of Information Technology Management Volume XX, Number 3, 2009 

 
33

mendation. All users had very positive pre-purchase ex-
pectations; they hoped to successfully complete a transac-
tion online, obtain required information and utilize the 
service. During the incident, most people made a purchase 
(53%), searched for information (27%), or comparison 
shopped (20%). Most of them were motivated by a poten-
tially low price, good prior experience, advertising, or 
word-of-mouth. Some booked a package or group of 
items together. Many continuously monitored prices be-
fore booking, for example: 

 
“I was looking for flights to San Jan, P.R. I checked the 

site every couple of days to compare costs. Each time the 

cost was different. Finally after a few weeks the cost 

dropped significantly so I called everyone traveling and 

we agreed the price probably wouldn’t get any lower, so I 

booked everything... As it turned out, the cost of our 

flights was about half as the cost continued to rise after.”

 

 

 

Pre-purchase Intentions and Expectations  
Intended to Successfully Complete a Transaction and/or Obtain Required Information and/or Use the 

Service 
 

Feelings and Perceptions 
Happy/Satisfied (54%) 
Being Helped (22%) 

Feelings of Price Satisfaction (13%) 

Feelings of Trust and Security (11%) 

Actions during the Incident 
Booked a Service (70%). Out of them: Hotel (33%); Flight (25%); Travel Package (12%) 

Made No Transaction (23%) 

Booked an Original Item and then Booked an Additional Item (7%) 

Impact on Loyalty 
Increased Loyalty (69%) 

No Impact on Loyalty (31%) 

Impact on Service Recommendation 

(Word-of-Mouth) 

Recommend the Company Service (64%) 
May or May not Recommend (i.e., unsure) 

(26%) 
Recommend Online Booking in General (i.e., 

not company-specific) (5%) 
Feel no Need to Recommend (i.e., assumed 
others know that this service is of good qual-

ity) (5%) 

Incident Cause 
Made Purchase (53%) 

Searched for Information (27%) 
Comparison Shopped (20%) 

 

Figure 1: Positive Critical Incidents – Impact of User Loyalty and Service 
Recommendation 
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As expected, all users expressed positive feelings 
during the incident. Most booked a service (70%), such as 
a hotel, flight or travel package, and 7% booked an origi-
nal item and then an additional item. Even though 23% 
made no transaction during the incident, they believed 
they achieved their purpose, for example, obtained neces-
sary price information: 

 
“I booked most convenient flight for excellent price.” 

“Booked vacation package. Also booked some activities 

at the same time.” 

“I was looking for car rental prices to determine if it was 

affordable during a one week vacation/business trip in 

Southern Ontario. I quickly and easily was able to find 

the information I needed. I did not book at the time as I 

was still unsure of the scheduling for the week.” 

“I did not book a flight but went and found out more ho-

tels and directions around were I was going”. 

 

In a result of a positive incident, a positive dis-
confirmation of initial expectations occurred. Most users 
increased their degree of loyalty to the company (69%), 
but some did not (31%). Almost half of the respondents 
who increased their loyalty reported that they will con-
tinually return to the website but will always comparison 
shop with other online travel companies for best deals. 
One-third stated that that they would now go to Expedia 
first when they need travel-related products, services and 
information, but they keep other options open. Others 
indicated that they will use Expedia exclusively for spe-
cific travel and tourism products only, for example, only 
for flights or only for hotels. On the one hand, their loy-
alty increased; on the other hand, this was insufficient to 
ensure permanent patronage if a better deal was available:  

 
“I tend to look at Expedia first but I compare with trave-

locity.ca when looking into flights, hotels, etc.” 

 

A majority of customers revealed that they 
started recommending the company services to other po-
tential online shoppers, for example, their friends, family 
and co-workers (64%). A few stated that they will pro-
mote online bookings in general (i.e., not necessary Ex-
pedia) (5%), and some believed that Expedia is so well 
known that there is no need to promote its services to oth-
ers (5%). At the same time, 26% were unsure about their 
future recommendation behaviors. For example: 

 
“I always recommend Expedia to others because it is a 

quick and efficient source.” 

“I have neither persuaded nor dissuaded anyone from 

using Expedia.” 

Negative Critical Incidents 

Out of the 40 reported negative critical events, 
15 occurred within the past 3 months, 13 one year ago, 6 
from 12 to 18 months ago, 2 – two years ago, 2 – 3 years 
ago, and 2 – 4 years ago. 24 incidents took place only 
once, 6 – twice, 2 – thrice, and 4 – every time a person 
used the service; 4 people provided no answer.  

Figure 2 presents a model explicating the impact 
of negative incidents on user behavior and service rec-
ommendation. All individuals exhibited very positive pre-
purchase expectations. Four types of problems were iden-
tified. First, 35% of the respondents indicated that they 
had an issue with the price of the product/service offered 
by Expedia, for instance: 

 
“Comparison of the price with the airline’s website indi-

cated that there would be no savings from booking with 

Expedia. The Expedia price was higher.”      

 

Second, 25% experienced issues with the actual 
service delivery. After paying for the service online, they 
later realized that the service provider received no or 
wrong confirmation from Expedia: 

 
“This happened in fall ’06 during Grey Cup Weekend in 

Winnipeg. I had booked our hotel with Expedia. When I 

called the hotel to confirm they did not have our confir-

mation number although we had the number given to us 

by Expedia. The reservation information was never for-

warded to the hotel and we had to look elsewhere because 

they were full.” 

 

Third, 23% of the users reported dissatisfaction 
with the information provided to them by Expedia when 
the information was insufficient, unclear, deceiving or 
missing: 

 
“[I] searched for a one-way flight from Thunder Bay to 

Phoenix. Response was ‘no flights from Thunder Bay to 

Phoenix.’ But the WestJet site provided this flight and 

Northwest did too.” 

 

Fourth, 16% of the respondents said that their 
negative event involved the process of cancellations of 
reservations with Expedia, either by the user or by the 
airlines. For example: 

 
“I received notice that there was a flight change and I 

was to call Expedia. I waited 15 minutes on the phone. 

When a person answered they stated that there was a 2-3 

hour wait to speak with someone who could help. I had to 
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sit on the phone for two-and-a-half hours to talk with cus-

tomer service.” 

”My flight was cancelled and although it was through no 

fault of my own, the hotel charged me for the night that I 

was unable to arrive at my destination. We had also pur-

chased travel insurance through the website. The first 

phone number provided did not work. Eventually, after 3 

different agents spoke to me, they advised I could not get 

[a]refund.”

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Incident Cause 
Issue with Prices (35%); Post-Purchase Service Delivery Problems (25%);  

Issue with Information (23%); Cancellation Problem (16%) 

Feelings and Perceptions 
Dissatisfied (71%); Disappointed (20%) 

Negatively Surprised (3%); Confused (3%); Neutral (3%) 

Actions during the Incident 
Made no Transaction (left the website) (58%) 

Contacted Customer Service to Ask for Assistance (22%) 
Contacted Customer Service to Complain (8%)   

Completed the Transaction as Intended (12%) 

Impact on Switching Behavior 
Decreased Loyalty (67%): 

Book Directly or with Traditional Agents 
Book with Other Online Companies 
Search Everywhere for Best Deal 

 

No Impact on Loyalty (33%) 

Impact on Service Recommendation 

(Word-of-Mouth) 

Do not Recommend the Company Service 
(65%) 

Recommend the Company Service (19%) 
Recommend to Shop around before Making a 

Final Transaction (8%) 
May or May not Recommend (i.e., unsure) 

(8%) 

Pre-purchase Intentions and Expectations  
Intended to Successfully Complete a Transaction and/or Obtain Required Information and/or Use the 

Service 

 

Figure 2: Negative Critical Incidents – Impact on User Loyalty and Service 
Recommendation 
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As a result, 94% of individuals were very dissat-
isfied or disappointed, and a negative disconfirmation of 
their pre-purchase expectations took place. At the same 
time, 6% expressed more neutral emotions, for example, 
being confused. They also exhibited a negative disconfir-
mation, but to a lower extent. During the incident, most 
people made no transaction (58%), some contacted cus-
tomer service for assistance by email or phone (22%), 
complained to the company (8%), whereas only 12% 
completed a transaction as they initially intended. In fact, 
most of those who made no transaction, for example, be-
ing disappointed by the lack of information, purchased the 
same or similar service elsewhere: 

 
“I decided to go through a local travel agent instead. 

They were more than willing to help with all of my 

needs.”    

  

After the incident, 67% stated that they de-
creased their loyalty, but 33% did not. Those who did, 
instead of using Expedia in future, started booking their 
trips directly with airlines, traditional agents, other online 
companies, or simply searching everywhere for the best 
deal, for instance:  

 
“I now prefer to use a local travel agent. I currently use 

Marlin Travel.” 

 

Two-thirds of the respondents stated that the 
event would encourage them not to recommend the use of 
the website to others. An example of this type of response 
is as follows from a user who arrived at his/her Mediter-
ranean resort (booked with Expedia) to find that they 
needed a paper copy of a voucher (that they had not re-
ceived from the website after booking) to check in:   

 
“I would likely not recommend Expedia and I will go to 

an actual travel agency to ensure a human contact and 

someone that is accountable for the arrangements.”  

 

At the same time, despite their negative experi-
ence, almost one-third of all respondents stated they still 
promote Expedia (19%), recommend shopping every-
where, including Expedia before making a purchase (8%), 
or were unsure about their recommendation actions (8%). 
Some of those, who still recommend Expedia, do so with 
caution: 

 
“I recommend it but advise anyone that their trip or res-

ervations had any chance of being cancelled.” 

IMPLICATIONS, 

RECOMMENDATIONS, AND 

CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the im-
pact of expectation disconfirmation on user loyalty and 
service recommendation (word-of-mouth) behavior with 
respect to online travel and tourism services. For this, 104 
critical incidents (64 positive and 40 negative) were ob-
tained from 94 Expedia users. Data were analyzed by two 
independent coders who employed classical content anal-
ysis techniques by using Expectation Disconfirmation 
Theory as a lens of analysis. Two models explicating ini-
tial expectations, typical incident causes, user feelings, 
actions, and changes in loyalty and recommendation be-
haviors were constructed. Based on the findings, seven 
implications emerged that may be of interest to both re-
searchers and practitioners. 

Implication I – A positive expectation disconfir-

mation facilitates online transactions 

During the study, it was observed that all people 
who exhibited a positive expectation disconfirmation 
when they made an online reservation felt very satisfied. 
They made purchase (53%), searched for information 
(27%) or comparison-shopped (20%). Overall, they com-
pleted a transaction (70%) or even booked an additional 
item (7%). This indicates the importance of positive user 
experience. First, it facilitates transaction completion. 
Second, positive customer experience may potentially 
increase the probability of cross-selling that may dramati-
cally increase company profits. The marketing literature 
suggests that cross-buying is closely related to higher 
revenue, customer retention, and loyalty [62]. In fact, 
when a customer purchases an additional travel and tour-
ism service online, a marginal transaction cost for a seller 
is minimal. Those users who did not make an immediate 
transaction (23%) but obtained necessary information 
may potentially return to the website in future and be-
come a customer. It is recommended that businesses offer 
complimentary services to the customer who is about to 
complete an online transaction. 

Implication II – A positive expectation discon-

firmation instills loyalty in most, but not in all customers 

According to the results, over two-thirds of the 
respondents, who exhibited a positive expectation discon-
firmation and felt satisfied, increased their degree of loy-
alty to a particular service provider. This finding is intui-
tive and echoes results found in other studies that demon-
strate that customer satisfaction positively influences con-
sumer loyalty [63-65]. According to the American Cus-
tomer Satisfaction Model, which is frequently employed 
in customer satisfaction research, people’s satisfaction 
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with products and services has a positive direct effect on 
their degree of loyalty to a brand, company, product, or 
service [66]. In the Management Information Systems 
domain, end-user satisfaction with information systems 
[67, 68] is considered a critical factor since it leads to 
system acceptance behaviors. 

At the same time, almost one-third of those who 
experienced a positive expectation disconfirmation re-
ported no change in their loyalty. It is likely that there are 
other important predictors of loyalty, other than a satisfac-
tory user experience, that play a key role in online user 
behaviors. Keaveney [36] reported similar findings in her 
research when she found that some satisfied customers 
would switch from a service provider due to convenience, 
actions by competitors, or prices. Essentially, a positive 
expectation disconfirmation is a strong predictor of loy-
alty. However, it does not appear to guarantee loyalty for 
all customers. 

Implication III – A positive expectation discon-

firmation leads to positive word-of-mouth, but service 

providers should further encourage satisfied users to 

promote their services 
One the one hand, a positive expectation discon-

firmation makes two-thirds of all users express a positive 
opinion about company services to others, such as friends, 
peers, family and co-workers. This is a highly desirable 
customer behavior. On the other hand, even though no-
body mentioned his or her unwillingness to do so, ap-
proximately one-third of the users stated they do not pro-
mote the company through word-of-mouth for various 
reasons. As such, many of them were still unsure whether 
they need to engage in promotion behaviors (26%), some 
recommend online services of all companies (5%), and 
some feel no need to do so since they assume that every-
body knows about the company and its high-quality ser-
vices (5%). Most well-established online travel and tour-
ism companies serve thousands of customers daily. If 
one-third of those who are satisfied with the received ser-
vice would never promote it, hundreds of thousands of 
new clients may be lost resulting in millions of dollars in 
missed revenues. For this, online companies may develop 
strategies to encourage service promotion. For example, 
after each completed transaction, a customer may be sent 
electronic discount coupons that he or she may forward to 
other individuals. The importance of service promotion 
may be explicated in a post-purchase thank you email. 
Various new customer referral options may be imple-
mented. Overall, it is suggested that online travel and 
tourism companies educate their users on the importance 
of company service promotion and develop mechanisms 
to reward such behaviors. 

Implication IV – Most negative incidents are 

caused by incorrect pricing, post-purchase service deliv-

ery, issues with online information, and service cancella-

tion problems 

During the study, 94 Expedia users reported 40 
negative critical incidents; therefore, it is likely that ap-
proximately one out of two or three users has experienced 
a negative event. This is a very high rate that should be 
considered by online sellers. Although it is virtually un-
feasible to eliminate all factors that cause negative inci-
dents, it may be possible to recognize the most frequent 
ones and reduce the likelihood of their occurrence. For 
this, the underlying cause of each category of negative 
incidents should be identified and possible solutions im-
plemented. Incorrect pricing, which is the most frequently 
reported factor, may result from the lack of fast electronic 
communication between the front-end (i.e., the actual 
website that belongs to the online company) and the back-
end (i.e., the service provider database); when a service 
provider, such as an airline, updates it prices, this should 
be instantaneously reflected in the front-end user inter-
face. Post-purchase service delivery issues also result 
from the lack of coordination between the online seller 
and the service provider. For example, when a user places 
an order and a confirmation number is electronically for-
warded to the provider, a verification mechanism should 
be in place to ensure that the provider actually received all 
necessary information.  

Problems with online information, which is 
sometimes incorrect, incomplete or missing, are perhaps 
the easiest to address. First, a user survey should be con-
ducted to understand what types of information individu-
als look for when booking various travel and tourism ser-
vices. Second, this information should be presented online 
so that individuals are able to easily access it. Service 
cancellation functions should also be presented online. In 
fact, it is extremely frustrating when people have to spend 
hours staying on the phone waiting for a customer service 
representative to cancel a service. Often, service cancela-
tion options are the last to be considered by online mer-
chants who need to quickly develop and promote the 
website to secure revenues through purchasing functions. 
Automating the retraction of revenues through cancella-
tion mechanisms is rarely an initial priority. However, 
since this impacts loyalty and reduces future revenues, the 
case for implementing these features becomes strong. 

Implication V – A negative expectation discon-

firmation decreases loyalty in most, but not in all custom-

ers 

Negative critical incidents created a negative ex-
pectation disconfirmation. It was followed by dissatisfac-
tion that had a devastating impact on the loyalty of 67% 
of all customers. As a result, they permanently switched 
to the traditional offline means of purchasing travel and 
tourism services, booked directly from a service provider, 
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or shopped everywhere to get the best deal. It is unlikely 
that they would return to the same website in the short-
term. At the same time, 33% of individuals did not change 
their loyalty. Nevertheless, 77% of potentially lost cus-
tomers is a significant number that online travel and tour-
ism businesses should take into consideration.  

Implication VI – A negative expectation discon-

firmation leads to negative word-of-mouth for most, but 

not for all customers 

The results demonstrate that 67% of those who 
developed a negative expectation disconfirmation con-
veyed their concerns to other potential users. This link 
may be explained theoretically since it is reasonable to 
assume that unhappy consumers often complain about 
their experience to others. This relationship between user 
experience and engagement in word-of-mouth behavior 
was previously examined empirically [69, 70]. At the 
same time, not all individuals who came across a negative 
event start openly expressing their negative opinion to 
others. 

Implication VII – The lack of a clear link be-

tween an expectation disconfirmation and loyalty / service 

recommendation may be explained by user price sensitiv-

ity, convenience, and expectations of general unreliability 

of computer systems 

Prior research suggests that the link between cus-
tomer experience and loyalty / service recommendation 
behavior is more complex than most people assume [29, 
71]. For instance, Mangold et al. [32] suggest that only 
9% of word-of-mouth cases are a result of customer satis-
faction or dissatisfaction. In the present investigation, this 
number was much higher, yet past experience with the 
service did not fully explain loyalty and recommendation 
behavior. There are three explanations for this phenome-
non. 

First, many people book travel and tourism ser-
vices online to get the lowest possible price. Traditional 
brick-and-mortar agents usually charge extra fees. In re-
turn, they may offer extra value added services. However, 
most travel and tourism services have become a commod-
ity, therefore, many individuals, regardless of their past 
experience, may still go online to the same website to get 
the best price. Customers who were very satisfied with the 
services of a particular online company may still switch if 
a better option is available somewhere. This demonstrates 
that it is very difficult to instill loyalty online.  

Second, there are a number of key players in the 
online travel marketplace that offer comprehensive selec-
tions of travel and tourism services searchable on a single 
webpage. Therefore, some users may go to any website as 
long as it is convenient. 

Third, Serenko [72] offers both a theoretical ex-
planation and empirical evidence to further explain this 

phenomenon. It is possible that some computer users have 
become accustomed to poor designs, usability problems, 
errors, bugs, and missing functionalities of all computer 
systems. As a result, when problems occur, some indi-
viduals take this fact for granted since they expect all 
computer applications, including travel and tourism web-
sites, to be unreliable to some extent. Therefore, when a 
negative critical incident takes place, they simply tolerate 
it and exhibit no change in loyalty and/or word-of-mouth 
behavior. 

It is noted that online service providers can do 
little about the problems causing some negative incidents. 
For example, they have no direct control over the post-
purchase service delivery by an airline, hotel, car renting 
company, etc. However, it is within their responsibility to 
identify and eliminate specific unreliable partners to re-
duce the probability of negative incidents. For this, they 
need to collect and analyze customer satisfaction data 
pertaining to both the online transaction and post-
purchase experience.  

Currently, the Internet provides consumers with 
access to an abundant amount of information and gives 
them many options for the purchase of travel and tourism 
services. This investigation offered further insight into 
customers’ behavior following positive and negative criti-
cal events. The key limitation of this project is the selec-
tion of only one online company (i.e., Expedia) that con-
straints the generalizability of the findings. It is hoped that 
future researchers will be able to continue this line of re-
search and re-validate this project’s conclusions. 
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