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ABSTRACT

THE BALANCED SCORECARD APPROACH AS A WEB SITE
EVALUATION TOOL: A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF 5-STAR LODGES
IN SOUTH AFRICA

By

Lorinda A. Hern

Supervisor: Prof. CH van Heerden
Department: Marketing and Communication Management
Degree: Magister Commercii (Marketing Management)

This study examines the extent to which a sample of lodges graded by the Tourism
Grading Council of South Africa effectively use their web sites as online marketing
communication tools, based on their user-friendliness, site attractiveness, marketing

effectiveness and technical aspects.

A content analysis was carried out to investigate the web sites of selected 5-star
lodges based on evaluation criteria first formulated in the so-called Balanced-
Scorecard methodology; the analysis supports the notion that web site effectiveness is
not merely the outcome of a single set of features, but rather the end result of the
balance between separate (although interrelated) categories of features. In summary,
four more or less independent "perspectives" (or "quadrants") were incorporated into

a measuring instrument for the purposes of this study:

Quadrant 1: User-friendliness;
Quadrant 2: Site attractiveness;
Quadrant 3: Marketing effectiveness; and

Quadrant 4: Technical aspects.
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User-friendliness (Quadrant 1)

A web site that is easy to navigate enables the user (a potential guest) to freely click in
and out of pages without causing confusion or distress. The more user-friendly a web
site, the more a potential guest is likely to continue to view the lodge’s information and
to want to find out more about the property. Although less than half of the sampled
lodge web sites sported a “search” function, most scored well in terms of overall user-
friendliness by including elements such as clear contact details (fax number, e-mail

address, telephone number), a site map or index and a “Home” button on all pages.
Site Attractiveness (Quadrant 2)

A lodge web site should entice the user’s interest; if the web site is not attractive, then
a guest will feel that the lodge itself is not appealing. Overall, the sampled lodge web
sites performed best in this quadrant, indicating that they made good use of the tools
at their disposal to make their web sites visually attractive. In particular, the lack of
clutter on most pages apparently made them more attractive to the individuals who
participated in the study. However, more appealing backgrounds and more effective

use of colour could contribute further to enhanced site attractiveness.
Marketing effectiveness (Quadrant 3)

The marketing effectiveness aspects evaluated were all judged to be important for an
interactive tourism web site that follows sound marketing principles. These include that
the lodge web site should define the uniqueness of the lodge and its surrounding
environs by providing information on the history of the property, as well as information
about the innkeepers, local events, rates, photographs, awards, testimonials,
packages and promotions. These factors make the virtual experience of the lodge
more tangible for the user. Sadly, this quadrant was the section in which the sampled
web sites performed most poorly. From the plethora of potential marketing tools
available to them, the sampled web sites made good use of the following three: logos
were present on almost all the sites (97%), room pictures were available on more than

90% of the sampled lodges, and lodge pictures were available on 93% of the web sites
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sampled. However, less than 30% of the web sites incorporated a calendar of events,
and only 55% could facilitate online bookings. Considering that 5-star lodges rely
largely on overseas clientele and (affluent) local travelers from upper LSM groups,
whose members are likely to have access to the Internet and to be comfortable in
using it to obtain information and/or make online reservations, this is a startling state of
affairs. The South African Advertising Research Foundation’s LSM (Living Standards
Measurement) is a unique means of segmenting the South African market. It cuts
across race and other outmoded techniques of categorising people and, instead,
groups people according to their living standards, using criteria such as degree of
urbanisation and ownership of cars and major appliances. Individuals that fit the
criteria of LSM groups 9 and 10 are likely to exhibit the following characteristics in

terms of media usage and general attributes:

LSM 9 comprises 6,7% of the total population. Most are female, aged 35 and over,
with education levels reaching Matric and higher. Many stay in urban as opposed to
rural areas. On average, individuals in this group earn approximately R12 600 per
month. They enjoy access to a wide range of media, including commercial /
community radio stations, television (SABC 2, SABC 3, e-TV, M-Net and DStv), daily /
weekly newspapers and magazines. Typically, members of LSM 9 access the Internet
weekly, and are most likely exposed to both cinema and outdoor advertising. This
group further has full access to services, full ownership of durables including a
personal computer, DVD player and satellite dish (South African Advertising Research
Foundation, 2007).

LSM 10 makes up approximately 6,0 % of the overall population. Members are mostly
male, aged 35 and over, with at least a Grade 12 education or higher qualification.
Individuals tend to live in urban areas as opposed to rural areas. They earn an
average of R20 000 per month. They enjoy access to a wide range of media,
including commercial / community radio stations, television (SABC 2, SABC 3, e-TV,
M-Net and DStv), daily / weekly newspapers and magazines. Typically, members of
LSM 10 access the Internet weekly, and are most likely exposed to both cinema and

outdoor advertising. This group further has full access to services, full ownership of
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durables including a personal computer, DVD player and satellite dish (South African
Advertising Research Foundation, 2007).

Technical aspects (Quadrant 4)

The use of NetMechanic.com (available free of charge at www.netmechanic.com)
allowed the researcher to perform an accurate evaluation of the technical design
aspects of each web site. NetMechanic.com is a diagnostic web site for evaluation of
the following technical components of any (accessible) web address, using a 5-star
rating per aspect per page. Comparisons were based on the average scores for the

pages assessed. Ratings are based on the following criteria:

i Link check;

i Load time;

i HTML check and repair;
iv Browser compatibility;

v Spell check.

Although a number of contributing factors that could potentially increase a web site’s
effectiveness were identified in an extensive literature review, this plethora of factors
was crystallised into a comprehensive yet concise measurement instrument for the
purposes of this study. The extent to which South African 5-star lodges actually
employed the techniques at their disposal to make their web sites more effective was
then determined. The findings show that the sampled lodges were not using their web
sites as effectively as they could to communicate with their target audiences. As
indicated previously, this was not the result of consistently poor performances across
all of the categories tested, but rather of an imbalance between the quadrants of the

Balanced Scorecard, which adversely affected overall web site effectiveness.

Comparisons were also drawn between the sampled lodges, based on their rankings
in terms of the four primary Balanced Scorecard categories. Overall, rankings per
quadrant revealed little difference amongst the lodge web sites in terms of the
marketing techniques employed. However, greater discrepancies were uncovered

when quadrant scores were compared per lodge, clearly signalling that when the same
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lodge tended to over- and underperform across quadrants, its overall web site

effectiveness was virtually always affected negatively.

The main recommendation arising from this study is that web designers of tourism-
related web sites should attempt to include as many of the items that form part of the
Balanced Scorecard into their web sites. This should reduce imbalances across

categories/quadrants, and thus improve overall web site effectiveness.

This study was limited to lodges with a star grading from the Tourism Grading Council
of South Africa, and its findings cannot be generalised across all of the South African
tourism industry. Future research could compare the performance of different types of
accommodation establishments based upon the criteria of the Balanced Scorecard, to

uncover key focus areas for future web site development.

- vii -
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DEFINING THE KEY TERMS

Content analysis is a research technique for making valid inferences from data to
their contexts. In its broadest definition, it is a systematic attempt to codify subject

matter in order to discern trends and concepts (Krippendorff, 1980:3).

The marketing mix is the particular blend of controllable marketing variables that the

firm uses to achieve its objective in the target market (Kotler, 1980:29).

A web site is defined as a collection of related Web pages and associated items, such
as documents and pictures, stored on a Web server (Shelly, Cashman & Vermaat,
2003:209).

Web site content includes the text, images, audio and video that constitute the site on
the World Wide Web (Weber, 1990:16; McCluskey-Moore, 2000:[2]).

Internet marketing can be described in a number of ways (see sections 3.3 and 3.4).
For the purposes of this study, the definition by Imber and Toffler (in Ngai, 2003:24)
will be used. This definition states that: “Internet marketing is the process of building
and maintaining customer relationships through online activities to facilitate the
exchange of ideas, products and services that satisfy the goals of both buyers and

sellers.”

Lodge: As this study focuses on lodges graded by the Tourism Grading Council of
South Africa (TGCSA), the Council’s definition of a lodge will be utilised. According to
the TGCSA a lodge is: “... an accommodation facility located in natural surroundings.
The rates charged are usually inclusive of an experience offered at the lodge (e.g.
game drives, battlefield tours). In general, food and beverage services are provided for

all meals.” (Tourism Grading Council of South Africa, 2004).

- XVii -
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THE BALANCED SCORECARD APPROACH AS A WEB
SITE EVALUATION TOOL: A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
OF 5-STAR LODGES IN SOUTH AFRICA

CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

“Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day.

Teach him to use the Net and he won’t bother you for weeks.” — Anon.

The quote, humorous as it may be, actually provides a rather accurate account of
the proliferation of e-commerce and the Internet. The rapid growth of the Internet
in recent years has led to increasing interest in the evaluation of web sites.
However, most research on web site evaluation has focused on the evolution and
subsequent evaluation of electronic reference sources or materials, not on the
quality evaluation of people-based services provided via the Web. Therefore, the
existing body of knowledge would seem to be of great value to a relatively small
(and primarily academic) audience, but when it comes to final consumers as end
users, our understanding of the criteria the said consumers use in their own

evaluation of web sites, is not nearly comprehensive enough at present.

As with the Internet, rapid growth has also taken place in various industries,
notably the South African tourism industry. With the consumer spoilt by a choice
of options in his/her selection of a holiday destination, means of transport,
accommodation and entertainment, it has become increasingly important to
understand which factors influence consumers of tourism products in selecting
certain products or services rather than others. And since the new technology

enables consumers to access the above-mentioned information with very little
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effort at the click of a mouse, there is an evident need to understand how they

subsequently evaluate the tourism-related web sites they have visited.

A lack of understanding of how to capitalise on the opportunities that the Internet
offers is one of the major obstacles faced by members of the South African
tourism industry. A large number of web sites have been developed for tourism
firms, but they show little or no regard for overall business aims and challenges
and consequently contribute little or nothing to the bottom-line (WildNet Africa,
2004:[1]).

This study, therefore, investigated ways in which design elements of the web
sites of South African star-graded lodges could be modified to make these web
sites more effective marketing communication tools from a consumer
perspective. In order to do this, this study attempted to compile a set of criteria
based upon which consumers evaluate web site effectiveness, to enable firms in
this industry to communicate more effectively with their online target audiences

and, ultimately, bring about an increase in overall profit levels.

1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

Studies have indicated that online travel planning is fast becoming a booming
business (Diefenbach, 1998). In particular, Dunham (1999:33) states that travel
and vacation planning, e-commerce and financial activities are the most popular
Internet applications. Dunham (1999:34) continues by saying that the most
important factor for a successful business-oriented web site is to focus on the
needs of the customer (i.e. making it client centred). If a company can provide
valuable web sites that benefit their visitors, such visitors would ultimately reward

the company.

Daniel, Wilson and Myers (2002:257) claim that once you understand who your
audience is, you can start creating appropriate content for them. Highly targeted
marketing and sending the right message through the web site are crucial for

capturing these valuable customers. Hospitality operators are increasing their
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resources allocated to Web promotions. However, the effectiveness of these
resources has become very important. How effective is the Internet as a
marketing medium? What are the important features of a web site? And how

important is the content of a web site really?

Further, the explosion of ever-changing content in an increasingly Web-centric
business climate exposes the groups responsible for developing web sites and
their content to the risk of becoming dysfunctional — if they have not already
become so (Gupta, Govindrajan & Johnson, 2001:281). Many companies,
including those in the hospitality industry, may still not have sufficient knowledge
to build a “useful” web site. Many hotels, lodges and casinos are outsourcing
their web site construction to individuals who may possess the required technical
knowledge but lack the industry-related wisdom. As early as 1996, an exploratory
content analysis of 36 hotel-related sites by Murphy, Forrest, Wotring and Brymer
(1996:70-86) revealed that the Internet can be an effective management and
marketing tool for hoteliers in that it can be used for effective management
communications, reservations and advertising. This study followed research by
Murphy, Forrest and Wotring (1996:20-36) done on the success of restaurant
marketing efforts online. Lodges, hotels and resorts offer information about their
product and service offerings and can provide reservation capabilities via their
web sites. Globally, the hospitality industry has become very serious about the

online medium for marketing.

South Africa not only possesses a wide range of features that make it an
attractive tourism destination, but tourism also plays a significant part in the

South African economy (Burtenshaw, 2005:1).

One of the most important components of a tourism destination is hospitality
(Lubbe, 2003:7). Hospitality refers to all commercial activities that offer clients
accommodation as well as food and beverage services (George, 2001:18;
Keyser, 2002:178). This research is focused on accommodation as part of the

hospitality sector of the South African tourism industry.
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Previous studies in a tourism or hospitality context have evaluated web sites of
accommodation establishments according to certain categories of evaluation
criteria in various countries. A common purpose of all web sites is the effective
transfer of information to an online target audience by paying attention to such
factors as user-friendliness, appearance and site attractiveness, amongst others.
Nevertheless, few previous studies have focused on the consumer as a source of
web site evaluation criteria; instead, most have opted to evaluate web sites from
a managerial perspective or a design perspective. Therefore, by using current
models of web site evaluation, it is impossible for a firm to determine whether its
understanding of elements like, for instance, “user-friendliness” or “site
attractiveness” corresponds with the ways in which its target audience would

define these constructs. Hence, this study attempted to address this gap.

This study investigated ways in which current models of web site evaluation
could be utilised to assess the effectiveness of the web sites of South African
tourism-related web sites. Specifically, the study focused on the web sites of
South African 5-star lodges. Thus, the study did not attempt to replace existing
categories of evaluation criteria with new ones, but instead attempted to expand
existing categories through the inclusion of customer-defined criteria. By doing
so, current models of web site evaluation can be made more comprehensive and

useful.

Previous studies into the evaluation of accommodation establishment web sites
were conducted in (amongst others) Turkey, Taiwan, the United States of
America and Wales (Baloglu & Pekcan, 2006:171-176; Ham, 2004:295-306;
Kline, Morrison & St. John, 2004:253-267; Wan, 2002:155-160). As far as the
author could determine, no similar studies have been conducted in South Africa.

This underscores a further gap that was addressed in this study.

Quality control is a crucial management issue in the hospitality sector. The
Tourism Grading Council of South Africa (TGCSA) was established specifically
for this reason: to define acceptable standards and administer a star-grading

system, ranging from one to five stars, in the hospitality and accommodation
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industries (Keyser, 2002:185). The TGCSA grades hotels, bed-and-breakfast
establishments, guest houses, lodges, self-catering accommodation, backpacker
lodges, caravan and camping sites as well as country houses (Bennett, Jooste &
Strydom, 2005:45).

To the best knowledge of the author, no previous research has expressly focused
on evaluating the web sites of star-graded Jlodges as accommodation
establishments. This study therefore also addressed this gap and evaluated the

web sites of selected 5-star lodges that had been graded by the TGCSA.

Taking the above into consideration, the following problem statement (section

1.3) and research objectives (section 1.4) for this study are presented below.

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT

Even though effective communication and an eventual contribution to the firm’s
bottom-line are common purposes of all web sites (Du Plessis, Bothma, Jordaan
& van Heerden, 2003:349), little previous research has examined ways in which
a tourism firm’s web site could be enhanced or improved by incorporating specific

design elements that its users find valuable.

Although a number of previous studies (cf. Baloglu & Pekcan, 2006:171-176;
Ham, 2004:295-306; Kline et al., 2004:253-267; Wan, 2002:155-160) have
evaluated web sites in a tourism context, none of these studies were conducted
within a South African context and although other accommodation
establishments were investigated, no previous research pertinently examined the
web sites of lodges. Hence, this study attempted to close these gaps in the

existing body of knowledge.

Taking the above into account, the main aim of this study was to examine the
web sites of South African 5-star lodges graded by the TGCSA, based on an
adapted version of the so-called Balanced-Scorecard (BSC) approach utilised by

Kline et al. (2004:253-267) in a number of studies to evaluate a variety of
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tourism-related web sites. It was hoped that the analysis of lodge web sites
based on this set of criteria would reveal the extent to which star-graded lodges
effectively utilise their web sites as online marketing tools. The methodology and

criteria of the BSC approach are discussed in detail in section 3.2.

Other than the references mentioned above in this section, an examination of
existing literature has exhibited a striking lack of models for web site evaluation.
How then, are web site designers to know what content to include or exclude
from these sites? It would seem that the current process of web site design takes
place on an arbitrary basis based largely on "guesstimates" by and experience
of the designer. And although there is a lot to be said for experience, guidelines
need to be formulated to also enable novice web site designers to consistently
develop web sites that communicate successfully with their users. There is, as
yet, no universal “seven point plan”, so to speak, which all web site designers

abide by in the creation of their web sites.

1.4 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

Considering the problem statement presented in Section 1.3, the specific
objectives of this study were as follows:

1. To assess the effectiveness of 5-star lodge web sites as marketing and
communication tools.

2. To rank selected web sites according to their effectiveness based on the
criteria of the balanced scorecard (see chapter 5).

3. To determine the greatest strengths and weaknesses that 5-star lodge
owners/managers face in respect of web site design and development (based on
the best and worst performance factors identified in the balanced scorecard).

4. To assess the relative strengths and weaknesses of existing 5-star lodge web
sites from marketing, customer and technical perspectives.

5. To adapt and test a standardised instrument to objectively measure various

marketing aspects of tourism-related web sites.
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6. To provide a set of recommendations to tourism operators in the serviced
accommodation sector as a whole to improve the design and marketing

effectiveness of their web sites.

In order to address these objectives, existing literature in the form of academic
journal articles, subject-related textbooks and tourism web sites were consulted.
As the study was of a qualitative nature, information was also gathered by means
of content analysis of the web sites of a number of 5-star-graded lodges in South
Africa, in order to determine to what extent these web sites exhibit similarities in
terms of their layout, content and interactive features. Furthermore, an effort was
made to determine whether any overlap occurred as a result of a conscious effort
by the web site developer to adhere to a common shared model, or by mere

coincidence.

To achieve these objectives, the following specific research questions were
tested in this study.

1. How well do the web sites of the selected 5-star graded lodges fare in terms
of user-friendliness?

2. How well do the web sites of selected 5-star graded lodges perform in terms
of site attractiveness?

3. How well do the web sites of selected 5-star graded lodges fare in terms of
marketing effectiveness?

4. How well do the web sites of selected 5-star graded lodges fare in terms of
technical components?

5. What implications do responses to the above-mentioned questions hold for

developers of other tourism-related web sites, if any?

The impact of technology and, more specifically, the Internet on the global
economy is undeniable. As more and more people gain access to the World
Wide Web, a Web presence becomes crucial to service providers for remaining
competitive. Moreover, a successful Web presence is needed to attract the

interest of potential customers and to maintain the interest of existing customers.
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Thus, the value of examining consumer needs when designing a web site cannot

be underestimated.

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the web sites of South African 5-star
lodges based on a set of criteria contained in the Balanced Scorecard, along with
suggested modifications from a consumer perspective. Star-graded lodges, and
5-star lodges in particular, were selected for this study, as one would assume
that such lodges cater for relatively upmarket LSM groups likely to a.) have
access to the Internet and b.) to use it to obtain information and/or make online
reservations. For such sophisticated Internet users, a nondescript web site will
almost certainly signal inferior service quality and could result in lost business for
the service provider. Furthermore, it could be argued that especially 5-star lodges
should be in a position to develop high-quality web sites — more so than, for
example, the majority of lesser star-graded bed-and-breakfast establishments or

guest houses.

1.5 RESEARCH PROPOSITIONS

The core research question to be answered was: what makes a viable and
effective 5-star lodge web site — not only from a marketing perspective, but also
from a customer and technical point of view? Lodges were chosen for this
study, as they typify South Africa as a unique tourism destination. Also, as the
study in large part mirrors an existing study by Kline et al. (2004:253-267) it is
thought that a comparison between the findings of the original study and the

South African version could uncover important discrepancies or similarities.

The study was regarded as qualitative in nature, due to its use of content
analysis — a qualitative research technique. The specific type of content analysis
used was the so-called Balanced Scorecard (BSC) methodology, as it was found
to be one of the most comprehensive means of content analysis and also a

technique well suited to the analysis of interactive media like the Internet.
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All previous studies done using the BSC or a modified version thereof, most of
which are in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 of this document, uncovered valuable
information regarding the design of effective web sites. It was hoped that this

study would manage to do the same, but in a uniquely South African context.

1.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY

After a brief preface, this chapter commenced with an explanation of the
theoretical background as well as the research objectives and research questions
the study aimed to address. The chapter also included an introduction to the
Balanced Scorecard methodology as a means of web site evaluation, clarifying in

brief why and how it would be applied within the context of the current study.

Chapter 2 provides more in-depth information on the South African tourism
industry, the Tourism Grading Council of South Africa (TGCSA) and how

effective marketing is valuable to both of the afore-mentioned bodies.
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CHAPTER 2: THE SOUTH AFRICAN TOURISM INDUSTRY
AND MARKETING

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Socrates is believed to have said: “See one peninsula, one mountain, one sea,
one river and you have seen them all”. Foreign tourists visiting South Africa
during 2005 seem to have disagreed — 566 966 of them entered the country
during February 2005 alone (Burtenshaw, 2005:1). Moreover, Chavan (2009:393)
estimates that travel and tourism is expected to generate R535,3 billion in
economic activity by 2015. In addition, growth rates in travel and tourism demand

between 2006 and 2015 are expected to reach 5,7 % per annum.

In this chapter, the importance of the travel and tourism industry in South Africa is
outlined by emphasising the dependence of its activities or systems on
favourable patterns of supply and demand. Next, the focus falls specifically on
the hospitality and accommodation components of the South African tourism
trade, followed by a brief introduction to the Tourism Grading Council of South

Africa (TGCSA), its functions and its grading structures.

Lastly, the elements of the hospitality marketing mix are addressed.
2.2 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF TOURISM IN SOUTH AFRICA

South Africa is arguably one of the most fortunate countries in the world when it
comes to tourism potential. The country boasts a wealth of tourism resources, not
least of which is its diversity. The Department of Environmental Affairs and
Tourism (1996:[33]) identified a number of features that contribute to South Africa
being an attractive tourism destination. Amongst others, these include striking

scenery, unblemished wilderness areas and wildlife, a diversity of cultures, a mild
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and temperate climate and virtually endless opportunities to pursue special
interests like whale-watching, river rafting, fishing, hunting and hiking, to name
but a few. What is more, South Africa also possesses the necessary

infrastructure to make such activities possible and relatively simple to engage in.

With its internationally recognised attractions such as Table Mountain, the Kruger
National Park and World Heritage Sites like the Cradle of Humankind and the St.
Lucia wetlands, as well as a plethora of world-class amenities (e.g., sports,
conference and exhibition facilities, telecommunications networks and medical
services), South Africa is close to being an all-inclusive tourism destination. In
addition, its close proximity to other popular tourist attractions like the
Mozambique coastline, Victoria Falls, Zambezi River and Okavango Swamps
mean unparallelled travelling prospects for visitors to the region (Department of

Environmental Affairs and Tourism, 1996:[34]).

Based on a survey of its readers, The Star (2004:11) revealed that South
Africa was considered to be the “hottest” destination in travel at the time. The
results of this survey mirrored the success of South African establishments in
Travel and Leisure’s 2004 World’s Best Awards, where five of the top 10 hotels in
the world were located in South Africa. In response to this, Prudence Solomon of
South African Tourism (then SATOUR) was quoted as saying that South Africa is

a fabulous destination and a world-class tourism experience (The Star, 2004:11).

From an economic point of view, the impact of tourism in South Africa is vast. In
the 2005 Travel and Tourism Economic Research Report for South Africa, the
South African travel and tourism industry was expected to generate R191,3
billion in economic activity (i.e., total demand) in 2006 (World Travel & Tourism
Council, 2005:6). In the same report it was estimated that the industry would
generate 522 054 employment opportunities (amounting to 4,0 % of total
employment) and account for R58,7 billion of Gross Domestic Product (GDP),
equivalent to 3,9 % of the total GDP. The effects of these figures are far-
reaching, as travel and tourism trends tend to spill over into other sectors of the

economy. In this way, South Africa’s travel and tourism economy directly and

-11 -
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indirectly contributed 8,3 % to total employment (1 100 460 jobs) and 9,0 % (or
R136,1 billion) to the total GDP in 2005 (World Travel & Tourism Council,
2005:6).

The Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (2002:[1]) reported on a
speech made by then Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, Mr.
Mohammed Valli Moosa, in which he claimed that South Africa was one of the
best-performing international tourism destinations in the world. This statement
would seem to make sense when one considers the 7,7 % increase in the
number of foreign travellers visiting South Africa, from 561 142 in September
2004 to 604 263 for the same month in 2005 (Statistics South Africa, 2005:1).

2.3 THE HOSPITALITY SECTOR AND ACCOMMODATION

“Hospitality” is generally considered to encompass two distinct but related
sectors: accommodation and catering (or food and beverage services). Thus, in
its simplest of forms, hospitality is that sector of the tourism industry which
provides food and shelter to a tourist (Keyser, 2002:176). George (2001:18)
concurs by declaring that: “...hospitality includes those commercial activities
which offer consumers accommodation, meals and drinks when they are away
from home”. These two parts may function independently (e.g., a self-catering
chalet and a restaurant) or they can be interlinked as components of one
establishment (e.g., a hotel with a banqueting division). For some hospitality
operators, however, the two aspects are inseparable (e.g., a hotel with both a

breakfast room and a restaurant) (Keyser, 2002:178).

Keyser (2002:168) defines accommodation as the temporary home of a tourist.
The opinion of what constitutes a “home” may of course vary greatly from one
tourist to the next. Thus, accommodation may range from luxury hotels to bed-
and-breakfast establishments, self-catering apartments and camping grounds. In
addition, numerous tourists avoid accommodation expenses by staying with
family or acquaintances. Furthermore, accommodation can be classified as

being either serviced or non-serviced (Middleton, 2001:388-389). Serviced

-12 -
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accommodation implies that staff are on the premises to provide certain services,
such as cleaning, laundry services and room service. The availability of such
services is included in the establishment’'s rates, even if they are not utilised.
According to Bennett et al. (2005:44), hotels, motels, guest houses, game lodges
and bed-and-breakfasts typically fall within this category. As this study focused
on star-graded lodges, any reference to accommodation denotes serviced

accommodation, unless otherwise indicated.

On the other hand, non-serviced accommodation implies that sleeping
accommodation is provided without the addition of personal services. Although
such services may be provided upon request, they are not as a general rule
included in basic rates. Examples include time-share, rented flats, chalets,
apartments, camping sites and any other type of self-catering accommodation
(Bennett et al., 2005:44; Middleton, 2001:388-389).

Since accommodation, as a temporary “home” for the tourist, plays such an
important role, several countries worldwide have experienced the need for
grading systems to regulate quality within the accommodation sector. South
Africa is no exception, and like any industry that markets a product in a highly
competitive environment, the South African tourism industry also realises that
being aware of quality issues is vital. In addition to performing quality (control)
functions, grading systems serve to protect the interests of tourists. Keyser
(2002:183-185) asserts that an official grading system assists tourists in
assessing the plethora of accommodation establishments they may encounter at
any one destination. In this way, the Tourism Grading Council of South Africa
(TGCSA) serves as a voluntary grading system for accommodation

establishments in South Africa.

As this study focused on lodges with a five star-grading allocated by the TGCSA,
the following section will briefly address the main functions of the TGCSA. The
process and the procedures involved in the grading of an accommodation
establishment conclude this chapter, along with a discussion of the hospitality

marketing mix.

-13 -
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2.4 SOUTH AFRICAN TOURISM GRADING SCHEMES

As the star-grading system as used by the Tourism Grading Council of South
Africa has now become the industry standard and the preferred means of
classification endorsed by government, this classification scheme was used to
select the sample of lodges that formed part of this study. An introduction to the
TGCSA and its methods is therefore paramount. The following section addresses

this need.

2.5 THE TOURISM GRADING COUNCIL OF SOUTH AFRICA

The TGCSA was established in September 2000 by the Minister of
Environmental Affairs and Tourism with the main purpose of improving the quality
of tourism establishments in the South African travel trade (Dicey, 2004). Council
members are recruited from sub-sectors in the tourism industry, including the
Tourism Business Council, the Southern African Tourism Services Association,
provincial tourism authorities and the South African Tourism Board (Keyser,
2002:185).

The national star-grading system used in South Africa was developed after
extensive international research studies. Market research within the industry
further moulded the system into the one currently used. The “stars” signify quality
around which consumers can make a “value for money” assessment on where
they want to stay, based on the impartial and independent assessment of a
grading body. Intentional trends indicate a move away from structured and
inflexible grading schemes to ones that focus on customer expectations (Tourism
Grading Council of South Africa, 2006). The TGCSA has secured exclusive rights
to the system and is the only tourism body allowed to use the “star” symbol to
denote quality. The TGCSA assesses establishments and, based on set criteria,
gives a “star” rating. Ratings differ for serviced and self-catering accommodation
(Bennett et al., 2005:45).

-14 -
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As mentioned in section 1.5., this study focused on serviced accommodation,
more specifically star-graded lodges. Table 1 contains a brief description of what
each star-grading used by the TGCSA represents for serviced accommodation
(i.,e. hotels, bed-and-breakfast accommodation, guest houses, lodges and

country houses).

Table 1: The national star-grading system for serviced accommodation

establishemtns

Star grading

classification Description

1 star Fair to good (acceptable/modest) quality in the overall standard
of furnishings, service and guest care. Clean, comfortable and
functional accommodation.

2 stars Good quality in the overall standard of furnishings, service and
guest care.

3 stars Very good quality in the overall standard of furnishings, service
and guest care.

4 stars Superior (excellent) comfort and quality with a high standard of
furnishings, service and guest care.

5 stars Exceptional quality and luxurious accommodation (matching best

international standards). Highest standard of furnishings, flawless
service and meticulous guest care.

Source: Tourism Grading Council of South Africa (2006).

The aim of this grading system is not to police, or to impose strict and inflexible
guidelines on, graded establishments. Its main objective is to assist in the
improvement of the overall quality levels of accommodation and services in
South Africa (Tourism Grading Council of South Africa, 2006). The TGCSA aims
to work together with the establishments in improving quality in the tourism

industry.

2.5.1 History of the Tourism Grading Council

What began as an ambitious program to measure the quality offered by the
tourism industry has, through its star-grading system, blossomed into the

recognised national standard, and from its inception the Tourism Grading Council
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has achieved a number of significant goals. Presently more than three quarters of
available accommodation rooms on offer have been graded. In February 2004
the grading system for Meetings, Exhibitions and Special Events (MESE) was
introduced, a world-first. In 2005, the introduction of Food and Beverage as a

sector began with restaurants as the starting point.

From the outset, it was always the intention to work with the industry on the
understanding that the Council is not a policing body, but rather a partner whose
goal is the same as that of the establishments: quality assurance (Tourism
Grading Council of South Africa, 2007).

2.5.2 Vision of the Tourism Grading Council

It is the vision of the Tourism Grading Council that a process of quality assurance
should be continuously sought, across the range of the many tourism facilities
and services offered to the consumer. This process is expected to be a
collaborative one, with as much voluntary participation as possible, from all

businesses seeking to showcase their products in this industry.

The TGCSA also seeks to increase consumer confidence and involvement in the
process, and thus to enhance the marketing value of the overall system. This has
led to, and assisted in, the development of grading criteria across all the facilities
and services offered by the South African tourism industry (Tourism Grading
Council of South Africa, 2008).

2.5.3 Functions of the Tourism Grading Council

The Tourism Grading Council of South Africa was established in September 2000
by the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism. The mandate of the
TGCSA is to provide a framework and process for grading across all relevant
sectors of the tourism industry in South Africa. The TGCSA is representative of
the entire tourism industry. Thus it performs a vital role in ensuring that a uniform
standard of quality is achieved across all the services and facilities offered by the

South African tourism industry.
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The achievement of this goal is made possible through the willing participation of
the many establishments who choose to continuously improve and update the
services they offer to their customers. To ensure credibility and independence in
measurement, a consumer feedback mechanism monitors the customer’s
expectations. This valuable tool guides the grading system, always ensuring that
the best-established practices are followed, and where adjustments or

improvements are required, the establishment concerned is advised accordingly.

Because the grading system is market driven and voluntary it stimulates
improvement throughout all levels of service offering. This process continuously
encourages the industry to re-invent, revalue and grow itself. In doing so it
provides a key function in the overall development and transformation of tourism
in South Africa. Whilst the stars awarded by the TGCSA are an important
recognition of an establishment’s quality, what is perhaps of more importance is
an understanding of the philosophy of a shared responsibility and the end benefit

this brings to the customer (Tourism Grading Council of South Africa, 2006).

As has been mentioned, initially only hotels were graded in South Africa, as this
was required of them by law. Today, however, all types of accommodation may
be graded (Bennett et al., 2005:45). Establishments are evaluated according to
the type of accommodation they provide. As there are few other ways for
accommodation establishments to communicate their commitment to quality to
prospective customers, it has become critical for them to be graded and
classified by the TGCSA, in accordance with their service quality (Bennett et al.,
2005:45). The TGCSA defines a lodge as: “An accommodation facility located in
natural surroundings. The rates charged are usually inclusive of all meals and
the experience offered at the lodge, with game drives, battlefield tours, et cetera.
Only establishments that cater for transient guests (the travelling public) qualify

for grading.”
The criteria according to which lodge accommodation is graded by the TGCSA,

as well as the minimum requirements for serviced accommodation to be graded,

are provided in Appendix A and Appendix B respectively.
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2.6 THE GRADING PROCESS

Prospective partners are provided by the TGCSA with documents that cover the
applicable minimum requirements and grading criteria. These documents set out
exactly what will be required to meet the quality levels needed when obtaining a

star grading.

"Minimum requirements" define the lowest quality standards demanded
throughout each area of the establishment and which areas will be selected for
review. For example, a description under “Housekeeping” reads: “All rooms,
venues, fittings, furniture and equipment should be kept clean and well
maintained.” These written explanations should provide an understanding of how

and what is expected, in each area, from the establishment.

The Minimum Requirement document (see Appendix B) contains a description of
each area within the establishment, and those are the areas that the assessor
judges when making a final recommendation. The document is essentially a
detailed guide as to what the management or owner of an establishment needs

to have in place in order to begin to offer a quality product or service.

The Grading Criteria document (see Appendix A) takes an in-depth look at each
aspect and area of the establishment's service offering. There are separate
documents for each category, and definitions as to the nature of the different
types of establishments. Each Grading Criteria document provides a score for

each defined standard, from one to ten (unacceptable to excellent).

Following these definitions is a percentage calculation that provides the guideline
for each grading band (1 star to 5 stars). It is by working through each definition
that one is able to make an assessment of the overall grading of an

establishment.

A careful study of each definition and the value attached to it is another great
assistance to the management or owner wishing to get a rough idea of the

grading their establishment. A cross-check of the definition against what the
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establishment actually provides can help show the establishment the possible

overall grading achievable.

Once the management or owner of an establishment is satisfied that the
standards covered in these documents can be met, then application for grading
can begin. There are certain business, licence and safety documents that will
need to be completed (contact TGCSA for further advice, or go to Application on

the web site).

Following its application, the establishment will be notified as to when and how
the assessment will take place. Every effort is made to ensure the establishment

is clear what is expected of it, prior to the assessment.

During the assessment the assessors continually refer back to the documents
mentioned above and to their acquired knowledge gained from previous
experiences. The assessor then makes a recommendation to the Awards

Committee. Final ratification of assessor recommendation rests with the Council.

It should be remembered that the function of TGCSA is not that of policing, rather
that of a business partner. TGCSA is always ready and willing to offer any

possible assistance to any establishment wishing to be graded.
What is involved?

Only establishments satisfying the following minimum requirements are

considered for grading:

* Public liability insurance;
» Safety and security of clients and staff;

* Health and safety certificate - conformance with fire and building

regulations;
* Registration as a business with the provincial authority;

* No unlawful discrimination on the basis of race, gender, citizenship,

physical and mental conditions, etc.;
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* Conformance with official smoking regulations.

The operator is responsible for indicating, on the application form, general

compliance with minimum requirements, providing proof where necessary.

The operator files his/her application with the TGCSA and selects the assessor
whom he/she wishes to assess the business. Within two weeks of the
application, the assessor visits the establishment concerned. The assessor then
discusses the results of the assessment with the operator/manager and submits
his/her recommendations in writing to the TGCSA, with photographs. Assessors’
recommendations are verified and approved by the TGCSA Awards Committee
which meets once every month. Should an establishment be unhappy with the
final result of the grading, an appeal process has been established. A number of
establishments, at least 10 % every month, are randomly selected for an audit.
The aim of the audit is to ensure that assessors are applying the grading system

correctly.
Renewal

Each property is assessed at least once a year. A grading is only valid for a 12-
month period. Additional audit assessments and mystery visits may be conducted
if a number of complaints are received, or if conditions noted during the annual
assessment indicate that a return visit is necessary. Each establishment is
assessed individually within its category. The assessor compares each
establishment to the grading criteria and similar properties. An assessor will

always evaluate a property in the context of its operation and market.

The operator's knowledge of his/her market and product is taken into account
during the assessment (Tourism Grading Council of South Africa, 2008). It is
important to note that a property is only graded on what is present and not
penalised for not having a particular facility or not offering a particular service.
This was an important consideration in the present study, when it became
apparent that not all of the 5-star lodges randomly selected for research

purposes had active web sites at the time. Thus, what initially seemed an
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inconceivable omission for an establishment sporting 5-star status, became clear

as this guideline from the TGCSA was reviewed.

Table 2 contains a summary of all the accommodation establishments that were

graded by the TGCSA at the time of sample selection for this study, as well as a

breakdown of the number of 5-star graded establishments in each category.

Table 2: A “snapshot” of all accommodation establishments graded by the

TGCSA (July 2007)

Accommodation category

Number of star-graded

establishments in

Number of 5-star-graded

establishments in

category category

Backpacker & Hostelling 63 2

Bed & Breakfast 1064 22
Caravan & Camping 139 5

County House 142 35
Guest House 1731 35
Hotel 579 64
Lodge 438 92
MESE 157 28
Self Catering 1082 83

Source: Tourism Grading Council of South Africa (2007).

Table 3 contains a summary of all the lodges graded by the TGCSA at the time of

sample selection and subsequent data collection in the present study. At the

time, only 81 of the 92 establishments with 5-star ratings provided web site

addresses, as touched upon previously.
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Table 3: A “snapshot” of lodges graded by the TGCSA (July 2007)

Number of graded
) Number of graded i
Star-grading category . lodges that provide a
lodges in category
web site address
One star 4 1
Two star 13 4
Three star 144 110
Four star 185 163
Five star 92 81
Total 438 359

Source: Tourism Grading Council of South Africa (2007).

To fully understand the functioning of the Tourism Grading Council of South
Africa, a basic insight into fundamental services marketing principles may prove
useful. For this reason, the hospitality marketing mix is discussed in the following

section.

2.7 THE HOSPITALITY MARKETING MIX

Services marketing or hospitality marketing is a separate branch of marketing
management, with its own unique characteristics and requirements. As early as
1981, researchers have suggested a modified marketing mix for the hospitality
and other service industries (Renaghan, 1981:31-35). Most authors agree that,
for services, the traditional “marketing mix” consisting of "the four Ps" (product,
price, place and promotion) has to be expanded to the so-called seven Ps of
services marketing. Zeithaml and Bitner (2003:18) assert the services marketing
mix to consist of the following elements:

e product;

* price;

* place (distribution);

e promotion;

* people;
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* processes; and

* physical evidence.

In a South African context, Jordaan and Prinsloo (2004:23) echoed this taxonomy

and provided local examples to elaborate upon the constructs.

However, before the proposition of the so-called “seven Ps of services
marketing”, which have since become the accepted industry standard, some
discrepancies existed in the labelling of the last three Ps. As early as 1996,
authors like Morrison (1996:13) even went so far as to support the notion that the
marketing mix for the hospitality and travel trade actually comprises eight
controllable factors - product, place, price, people, packaging, programming,
promotion, and partnership. Theoretically, the marketing mix reflects the wants

and desires of consumers within the target market.

Product/Service: According to Kotler (1980:36), a “product” need not only
be a physical product or an intangible service, but could also refer to persons,
places, organisations, activities and ideas. In this way, the product offering of a
lodge, for example, could include not only accommodation, but banquet and
convention facilities, entertainment, customer service facilities and amenities
such as a gift shop, spa, beauty salon, shuttle service, room service and child

care service, amongst others.

Place: “Place” within the hospitality industry not only refers to the channels
through which the tourism products are made available and accessible to final
consumers, but also to the physical location of an establishment. A favourable
location can strengthen a company’s competitive positioning and differentiate it
from rival firms. In this way, it not only communicates to customers where a

company is located, but also which target markets it is likely to appeal to.
Pricing: Effective buyer-pricing (pricing for the buyer, in other words)

usually comprises a price range that the market is willing to pay and then to

arrive at a final price which is the crucial decision maker. When customers have

-23 -



&+

g@ UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA

Qe VYUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

litle prior knowledge of a property, they often form their perceptions of the
product based on its price. Kotler, Bowen and Makens (1996:88) found that price
is increasingly being used in Web-based marketing to attract the attention of the

Web ”surfer” and to encourage his or her visit to a particular web site.

People: In its most simplified form, the central relationships within
hospitality and travel marketing are formed between two groups of people — the
customers (guests, patrons or passengers) and the hosts (those who work within
the tourism operation). Morrison (1996:94) is of the opinion that the management
of this relationship is the most important function of the hospitality enterprise. The
selection and treatment of both these groups of people greatly impact on
marketing effectiveness. Internal marketing is a marketing activity that is often
neglected as a company focuses on the pursuit of its external customers, and yet
it can be an extremely valuable resource if utilised properly. For instance, web
sites that address employee and management issues can lead to an increased

sense of community amongst staff members.

The second important people-related decision an organisation needs to make is
that of the customer-mix. Most hospitality and travel organisations make it clear
in their positioning approach which group(s) of customers they wish to attract and
serve (Morrison, 1996:22). This has important consequences as the types of
customers who use a hospitality and travel organisation influence its image

amongst both present and potential customers.

Packaging and programming: Morrison (1996:17) defines packaging as
the combination of related and complementary services into a single price
offering. Programming is closely related to packaging and involves developing
special activities, events or programmes to increase customer spending or to
give added appeal to a package or other hospitality//travel service. The
advantages of packaging and programming include greater convenience, greater
economy, increased ability to budget for trips, the implicit insurance of consistent
quality, and satisfaction of special interests for the customer. Companies benefit

by increased business in off-peak periods, enhanced appeal to specific target
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markets, attraction of new target markets, easier business forecasting, greater
utilisation of complementary facilities, the flexibility to capitalise on new market

trends, increased per-capita spending and increased customer satisfaction.

Promotion: Promotion represents the communication role of marketing, by
which the organisation provides customers with information and product
knowledge in the hope of persuading them to purchase the organisation’s
products or services, or both. Hence, the purpose of promotion to the marketer is
to modify behaviour through communication. This requires aiding customers
through the steps of the buying process that leads to the eventual purchase or
repeat purchase of particular products or services. The term Integrated Marketing
Communications (IMC) refers to the combination of advertising, publicity, word-
of-mouth, personal selling, direct marketing and sales promotions that promotes

an organisation and its product offering.

Partnership: Technically, partnership could be included as part of each of
the other seven Ps. Partnerships are cooperative marketing efforts by hospitality
or travel organisations, such as links between lodges and the local tourism
offices of the regions within which they operate. By cultivating links to regulatory
or social bodies, organisations can enhance their “clean” or socially responsible
image. Needless to say, this also provides wonderful public relations

opportunities.

When deciding on the theoretical model to be utilised in the current study, the
author considered where an organisation’s web site should be categorised. In
other words, under which of the Ps discussed above would web sites feature
most prominently? The obvious choice would be to group web sites under
“Promotion” (an element that occurs in both of the afore-mentioned models)
along with other forms of promotional media, but it could also be argued that web
sites relate closely to “Packaging and Programming” (as proposed by Morrison).
However, the lines between the different categories tend to become blurred when
service industries are under discussion. For example, one methodology may

incorporate packaging and programming as sub-divisions under promotion, while
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another treats them as separate constructs altogether. As the current study was
conducted within a South African context, the services marketing mix adopted by
Jordaan and Prinsloo (2004:23) formed the theoretical basis for further
discussions on the services marketing mix and its elements. This was the most
recent and most comprehensive work of its kind available to the present author at

the time.

In the following chapter, which focuses largely on the Internet and its uses in
marketing, the services marketing mix will once again be examined — but this
time from an “e-marketing” perspective, so as to incorporate the virtual

components unique to marketing via electronic channels.

2.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY

In this chapter, the importance of the travel and tourism industry in South Africa
was examined. The notion that tourism can be viewed as a set of activities or
systems was explored, as well as the dependence of these activities or systems
on favourable patterns of supply and demand. A section detailing the hospitality
and accommodation components of the South African tourism trade was then
followed by a brief introduction to the Tourism Grading Council of South Africa
(TGCSA), its functions and its grading structures. Lastly, the elements of the

hospitality marketing mix were addressed.
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CHAPTER 3: THE INTERNET AND TOURISM MARKETING

3.1 INTRODUCTION

With more than 627 million people shopping online (including 325 million within
the last month) of which 86 million were consumers who made hotel and/or tour
bookings, the significance of studying this dynamic medium and its uses to
tourism suppliers becomes increasingly clear (ACNielsen, 2005). In 2005, airline
reservations comprised 21 % of all online transactions worldwide, with hotel and

tour bookings encompassing 14 % of all Internet transactions globally.

This chapter commences with an introduction to the Internet - its basic
components and benefits - before investigating current business practices and
the role of the Internet in them. Thereafter, past research on Internet marketing in
general and within the tourism industry will be examined. As this study centres
on the analysis of web site content, a brief discussion of web sites and the most

prominent means to evaluate them has also been included.

3.2 UNDERSTANDING THE INTERNET

This section defines the Internet with its components and then considers its main
benefits. The significance of the Internet in current business and marketing

practices will also be highlighted.

3.2.1 The Internet and its components

The Internet is a patchwork of more than 25 000 government, university and
commercial networks worldwide. The Internet or World Wide Web has been
growing rapidly since the late 1990s as it represents an extremely efficient
medium for accessing, organising and communicating information. Business
conducted via the Internet is commonly referred to as electronic commerce or “e-
commerce” (Lewis & Chambers, 2000:84). According to Sheldon (1997:40),
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travel-related services are among the fastest-growing areas on the Web and
lodging is one of the fastest-growing travel segments on the Internet. Lewis and
Chambers (2000:87) estimated that in 1998, almost two million travel-related
Web sites were in existence, and hospitality firms reported annual increases of
200 % to 400 % in usage.

In many ways the Internet “levelled the playing field” by eliminating many of the
marketing (and hence competitive) advantages that large companies could
afford. Chaffey, Mayer, Johnston and Ellis-Chadwick (2003:41) define Internet
marketing as “the application of the Internet and related digital technologies to
achieve marketing objectives”. By deploying an appropriate mix of dynamic and
interactive features such as custom animation and video, a marketer can build a
more powerful and effective online presence which in turn can contribute to the

bottom-line performance (Bender, 1999:6).

The range of creative, practical and profitable uses of the Internet goes far
beyond simply pitching products to consumers. For one, the Internet allows
marketers to reduce their traditional reliance on mass media advertising by
providing a more targeted alternative in seeking customers (Law & Lau,
2004:118).

By means of the Web, marketers can reach out to a broader customer base than
before by locating target customers, identifying their needs and communicating
with them at relatively low costs. Nevertheless, the convenience of the Internet
comes with its own set of potential pitfalls: technical problems, connection and
transmission speeds, evolving technology and browser compatibility (or lack
thereof) can cause Internet-related frustrations (Murphy et al., 1996b:75). These
potential stumbling blocks were earlier identified by Beck (1997:1-6) who
suggested that web content should be carefully evaluated in order for it to be truly

useful.

Robins (2000:249-274) suggests that the technical characteristics of the Internet

are:
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* Low transaction cost (once infrastructure is established);
* speed;

* reach;

* interactivity; and

e individual nature.

According to Bender (2001) such features permit marketers, for the first time, to
economically design individually customised marketing communications together
with individualised product/service offerings. Given time, this commercial

opportunity is certain to be fully exploited.

3.2.2 The main benefits of the Internet as a communication medium

The majority of tourism operators rely heavily on the use of their web sites to
communicate with, inform and serve their respective customers. According to
Yesawich (2000:15), the Internet revolution will continue and consumer use of
the Internet will result in significant opportunities and challenges. Organisations
such as lodges will be able to reach previously unknown prospects, and therefore
need to be attentive to the benefits that could be at their disposal if they continue
to use the Internet. Moreover, lodges should seriously consider continuous
updates of their web sites to increase their usefulness to (potential) customers.

Yesawich (2000:15) identifies the benefits of using electronic channels as:

* Electronic channels involve a low cost usage and so will always be

an affordable alternative to traditional media.

e Customer contact convenience: Where a customer is able to
access a web site whenever he/she wants, this allows marketers to
present their initiatives to a large group of customers

simultaneously.

* An electronic channel also allows organisations (in this case, star-
graded lodges) to interact with a larger number of intermediaries
(for instance, tour operators and travel agents) and makes their

distribution channel that much wider.
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* Customers are able to customise the service offering to their
specific needs via the use of Web sites, and they can inform service

providers beforehand of any special needs.

* Lastly, the use of electronic channels allows for quick and efficient
feedback on customer requests or a customer's evaluation of

service delivery.

3.2.3 Significance of the Internet in current business practices

All organisations operate within an environment that influences the way in which
they conduct business. The Internet introduces many new facets of the
environment that must be considered by marketers since strategy development is
strongly influenced by considering the environment in which the business
operates in. Technological innovation is vital in providing opportunities for
services superior to those of competitors and in changing the shape of the
market place (Chaffey et al., 2003:41).

Lagrosen (2005:64) states that in the building and management of relations, the
interactivity of the Internet makes it a particularly useful tool. On the Internet, it is
usually a customer who initiates contact and is seeking information on a web site.
In other words, it acts as a “pull” mechanism, unless e-mail generated by the
sponsoring organisation is used (this is considered as a "push" technique). The
Internet should be used to encourage two-way communications, which may be
an extension of the direct response approach (Chaffey et al.,, 2003:28). The
Internet can be used as a relatively low-cost method of performing marketing
research, particularly about customer perceptions of products and services. An
important feature of interactive marketing communications is that they can be
tailored to the individual. This is an important aspect of achieving customer
relationship management online through Web pages and e-mail (Kiang, Raghu &
Shang, 2000:83).

When assessing the significance of web sites in current business practice, the

role of the Internet in communicating with customers and other partners should
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be considered. Like most other commercial ventures, lodges can use the Internet
as an integrated communications tool in the following ways (Chaffey et al.,
2003:31):

* The Internet can be used as a direct-response tool which enables
customers to respond to offers and promotions publicised in other
media. This would seem to imply that star-graded lodges should
ensure the inclusion of their web site links and e-mail addresses in
other media such as brochures.

* A direct-response or call-back facility built into a web site may also
prove beneficial.

* The Internet can be used to support the customer’s decision on
making a reservation at a lodge by supplying fax or phone details if the
customer is not comfortable making a reservation online.

* Customer information delivered on the Web site can be integrated with
other databases of customer and order information.

* The Internet can be used to support customer service. For example,
lodges can compile a list of frequently asked questions (FAQ)
compiled from previous customer enquiries and encourage customers
to check the list of questions first before phoning the lodge with

queries.

Although the study of Chaffey et al. in 2003 was conducted three years later, its

results corresponded closely with those of Yesawich (2000:15).

Electronic media also increase the reach of company communications to the
global market. This creates opportunities to sell to international markets that may
not have been previously accessible. This is a great advantage for South African
star-graded lodges as one of their main target markets consists of international

tourists visiting the country.
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3.3 EXPLORING THE ROLE OF THE INTERNET IN MARKETING

For almost a decade, academic researchers have been commenting on the need
to investigate the characteristics of the Web as an advertising medium (Dréze &
Zufryden, 1997:77-91). In this regard, an important research issue of practical as
well as academic importance is to empirically examine attributes of commercial
web sites that lead to increased visitors or higher daily “hit-rates”. Daily hit-rate
can be defined as “the number of Web-surfers accessing the home page on a
single day” (Chaffey, 2000:35).

Tierney (2000:212) defines “hits” as the number of files that are downloaded from
a Web server (host computer). Both definitions are based on the rationale that
the greater the number of Web-surfers accessing the home page, the greater will
be the success of the Web page in fulfilling the objectives for which it was set up.
The identification of hit-rate determinants is likely to be of great value, both to
Web page designers as well as to the many small and large firms seeking to

establish their presence on the Web.

3.3.1 Grasping Internet marketing

The World Wide Web is now regarded as the principal navigational tool for
accessing the resources of the Internet. The Web’s interactive features, its ability
to offer multimedia content, and its capacity to accommodate customisation
inexpensively have increasingly attracted the attention of firms and other

commercial enterprises alike (Kling, 1994:147).

Marketers face several challenges as they seek to determine the best way of
establishing their firm’s presence on the Web, mainly because of several unique
characteristics of this medium. Firstly, the Web represents a relatively easy and
inexpensive way to advertise, lowering the barriers to entry for small businesses.
Kling (1994:172) suggests that the cost of advertising on the Web is likely to be a
small fraction of one percent of equivalent advertising in a newspaper. At the

same time, however, this also results in reduced distinctiveness, since a
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company’s Web site has to compete with the clutter of thousands of other Web

pages selling similar products and services.

Secondly, the Web overturns the traditional hierarchical system of distribution
channels, making former channel partners competitors in the global marketplace.
Because of lower entry barriers and more widespread exposure, manufacturers,
distributors and retailers can all set up web sites selling essentially the same

products and services.

Third, unlike traditional communication channels such as newspapers or
television, in the case of the Web the customer is in greater control of choosing
and processing information about the firm. In other words, it is entirely within the
customer’s power to decide which Web pages to browse, for how long, and how
much information to obtain. Finally, the width and efficiency of the channel allows
wider availability of hard-to-find products and a wider selection of items (Hoffman,
Novak & Chatterjee in Dholakia & Rego, 1998:724-736).

The Web presence of a company can be one of different types, dependent
mainly on the size of the company, the evolutionary path and the focus chosen
by it (Geissler, 2001:498). For this study, a commercial Web page is defined as
the “home page” of the company, i.e. the page that is first accessed when a
company’s Web address is entered. This allows for a comparison between web

sites when using content analysis.

It is important to classify commercial web sites into different categories of
principal functions, in order to get a better idea of the predominant marketing
objectives of firms in establishing a Web presence, and of their strategies to do
so. Dholakia and Rego (1998:724-736) compiled a typology of advertising types,
based on their principal marketing objectives. To evaluate the informativeness of
content on commercial web sites, Dholakia and Rego (1998:724-736) relied on a
coding scheme based on the Resnik and Stern (1977:50-53) paradigm of
objective information content evaluation. This method permits the informational
elements of the advertisement to be separated from the emotional elements,

allowing them to be examined in isolation. Resnik and Stern’s (1977:50-53)

-33-



UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
Qe VYUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

0=

method has been extensively used to study different media like magazines,
newspapers and television as well as to study the information content of media in
other countries and cultures (Dholakia & Rego, 1998:727). Based on this method,
the following list of criteria for evaluating information content of commercial Web

pages was formulated by Dholakia & Rego (1998:733):

e price or value;

* components or contents;

* performance;

e quality;

* availability;

e product variations;

e directions for use;

» special offers, premiums or contests;

* packaging or shape;

e guarantees or warranties;

» safety features;

e nutritional values;

* independent research;

* specific advantage(s) over competing brands;
* approval of product/service by certifying agencies;
* approval of Web page by certifying agencies;

* new concept, development or ideas.

Needless to say, as the present research is concentrated on the tourism industry
(an intangible) as opposed to a tangible product category, all of the above criteria
may not be applicable in this study. For example, factors like “nutritional values”,
“product variations” and “directions for use” are not relevant within a service

industry like the tourism trade.

Nonetheless, determining the information content of commercial Web pages is
likely to give rich insight, not only into the perusability of current commercial
pages, but also into the objectives of firms in establishing web sites. While

researchers have investigated the content of Web documents to obtain
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interesting statistics pertaining to the quality of HTML programming and design,
there is lack of research examining the information content of commercial Web
pages from a marketing perspective. Closing this gap in the existing literature is

one of the main objectives of the current research (see section 1.4).

In attempting to determine the effectiveness of commercial Web pages, Dholakia
and Rego (1998:724-736) used daily hit-rate as the criterion of Web page
popularity and effectiveness, bearing in mind that people visit commercial Web
pages for a number of reasons. These include: search for specific information,
random Web surfing, participation in contests or competitions, word-of-mouth

from other Web enthusiasts, et cetera.

A commercial web site must compete with thousands of other sites on the Web.
In this situation, Web page designers are faced with the difficult question of how
to design pages to make them popular with Web users (Hu, 1996:37). One
alternative is to design the page to be “cool”, with coloured backgrounds, Java
applets, and sound and video files while another alternative is to focus on the
functional presentation of content at the expense of novelty and visual appeal
(Dholakia & Rego, 1998:730). The relative effectiveness of these contrasting
design techniques in making a site popular is an interesting research issue that

this study seeks to address (see section 1.4).

A further fascinating research issue from a marketing perspective is to determine
the attributes of a Web page that lead to popularity and/or effectiveness. With the
exception of Abels, White and Hahn (1999:35-44); Tierney (2000:212-219);
Chaffey and Edgar (2000:45-57) and Law and Hsu (2006:295-312), few empirical
studies have sought to address this important question. As a result, the present
study represents one of the first attempts to try to identify the determinants of
commercial home page popularity from the viewpoint of the consumer in a South

African context.

An intriguing finding by Sinha, Hearst and Ivory (2001) suggests that the
information content of web sites, per se, does not appear to attract visitors to the

web sites. The popularity of a Web page, however, was found to be strongly and
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positively influenced by the number of changes made to it in the preceding three-
month period. A clear notion of the Web as a dynamic and interactive medium
and of online consumers as variety-seeking and interested in staying “current”
with the firm’s offerings emerges from that study. The number of other Web
pages that a home page is linked to was also found to be a significant
determinant of popularity in Dholakia and Rego’s (1998:724-736) study.
Evidently, firms well-embedded in the Web network appear to attract visitor traffic
(in other words those that are listed on a variety of search engines like Yahoo,
Google or Alta Vista). According to Dholakia and Rego (1998:735) online
consumers “surfing the Web” with no prior search objectives appear to be a
significant number of the visitors to commercial web sites. The finding helps to
provide guidelines for Web advertisers as it suggests that a primary responsibility
of Web advertisers is to provide publicity and visibility to the commercial web site.
Firms should invest in publicising their web sites by getting their home page listed
in various online directories and commercial search-engines, as well as by
obtaining links from other related sites and pages to their home pages. In
essence, the greater the number of links obtained for the home page, the higher
the amount of Web traffic to the site is likely to be (Dholakia & Rego, 1998:733).

In addition, complexity and extensiveness of a company’s web site,
operationalised by the number of links from the home page, are found to make it
popular (Dholakia & Rego, 1998:734). Results further show that pages should
have a greater number of pictures and specifically clickable pictures, leading to
other Web pages. Thus, web sites utilising the multi-media capabilities of the
Web by making use of graphics and pictures are likely to be more popular
(Lagrosen, 2005:63).

Enhancements like Java applets and animations also increase popularity,
probably because of the novelty and greater potential of these applications to
create complex and interactive messages. Furthermore, a greater number of
advertisement banners are found to increase popularity, suggesting that
advertisement banners may have effects beneficial to the site’s popularity, in
addition to generating revenue from advertisers (Dholakia & Rego, 1998:735). In

addition to compiling a table of the key factors used in tourism-related web
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evaluation studies (see table 5), Park and Gretzel (2007:46-63) also formulated a

table outlining the most commonly used factors in non-tourism-related web

evaluation studies. This is shown in table 4 below.

Table 4: Key factors in non-tourism related web evaluation

Study

Key factors

Rice (1997)

Design features or emotional experience. Enjoyability.
Quality of the organisation or layout. Uniqueness.
Information/content. Excitement. Visual attractiveness.
Ease of navigation. Speed of moving around the site.

Griffith and Krampf

Online sales. Communication. Customer service.

(1998)
Palmer and Griffith | Multimedia use. Site navigability. Promotional activities.
(1998) Sales and delivery. Product support.

Abels, White, and
Hahn (1999)

Use. Content. Structure. Linkage. Search. Appearance.

Liu and Arnett
(2000)

Information and service quality. System use. Playfulness.
System design quality.

Fink and Laupase
(2000)

Tangibles. National culture.

Huizingh (2000)

Content: Information. Transaction. Entertainment. Number
of features.

Design: Navigation structure. Search function. Protected
content. Quality of structure. Image. Presentation style.

Ahuja and Webster
(2001)

Disorientation. Ease of use.

Van Riel, Liljander,
and Jurriens (2001)

Core service. Supplementary services. User Interface.

D’Ambra and Rice
(2001)

Training. Interests. Information. Shopping cost. Difficult
information. Fun. Social influence. ldentify control. Use
control.

Lee and Kim (2002)

Convenience: Information gathering.

Order making delight: Interface to system. Interface to
people.

Firmness: Robust. Security.

Yeung and Lu

Information. Communication. Downloading. Transaction.

(2004)

?2%%34? ntinides Usability. Interactivity. Trust. Aesthetics. Marketing mix.
Hong and Kim Robustness dimension: Internal reliability. External
(2004) security for structural robustness.

Utility dimension: Useful contents. Usable navigation.
Aesthetic  appeal dimension: System interface
attractiveness. Communication interface attractiveness.
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Hassan and Li Screen. Appearance. Content. Accessibility. Navigation.

(2005) Media Use. Interactivity. Consistency.

Yenisey, Ozok, and | Perceived operational factors. Perceived policy-related

Salvendy (2005) factors.

Cyr, Bonanni, Menu layout. Access to product information. Professional

Bowes, and llsever | design. Logical presentation of product info. Screen

(2005) design. Navigation. Sequencing. Presentation of product
attributes. Product availability.

Bart, Shankar, Privacy. Security. Navigation and presentation. Brand

Sultan, and Urban | strength. Advice. Order fulfilment. Community features.

(2005) Absence of errors.

Waulf, Schillewaert,

Muylle, and Content. Organisation. Technology.

Rangarajan (2005)

Source (including references): Park & Gretzel (2007:46-63).

One can only speculate at this point on the relevance of these findings in a South
African context, especially on the notion that advertisement banners positively
affect site attractiveness or popularity. As these banners in essence seek to
distract Web users from their primary reasons for visiting a site, this study may
prove that the presence of advertisement banners is not a great contributing

factor to the popularity of star-graded lodge web sites in South Africa.

3.3.2 The effect of the Internet on the elements of the marketing mix

Marketing is the process of developing, pricing, promoting and distributing goods,
services and ideas to satisfy the needs of customers. Marketing is the art of
linking producers or suppliers of products with potential and existing customers.
Attempting to convince a disinterested marketing segment to purchase a product
they neither need nor want, is an expensive and rarely successful exercise.
Therefore, marketing executives engage in marketing research to determine what
consumers want and what they are willing to pay for it, in the hope of obtaining a
sustainable competitive advantage. The science of marketing management

assists in the practical application of this process.
From the information gathered for use in this study, it is clear that the Internet

differs from traditional forms of advertising in a number of significant ways. To

Robins (2000:250), these differences are so important as to justify the
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development of an entirely new marketing mix for Internet marketing. Robins

(2000) calls this departure from the traditional “four Ps” the “e-marketing mix”

(see section 2.7) and suggests its use as a distinct strategic analysis tool.

The elements Robins (2000:255) identifies as forming part of the e-marketing mix

The inexpensive nature of the Web means that every existing buyer who
migrates to the Web can typically benefit from a cost saving. In the case of
an airline transaction, for example, customer online self-service is
encouraged, eliminating the need for an expensive branch office.

Another buyer benefit and element of the e-marketing mix is the
interactivity offered by online commerce. Levi's and Dell are but two
examples of providers that accept buyer-specified orders online.

The multimedia advantages of the Internet lead to greater involvement on
the part of customers, resulting in their willingness to surrender personal
information in order to be permitted to participate in online novelty
campaigns.

The Internet offers marketers a unique ability: to supply virtually unlimited
specialised information to the seriously interested, without cluttering
simpler messages designed to target a wider audience.

The popularity of web sites like eBay and Amazon.com illustrates the
value of instantaneous buying made possible on the Internet.

With its ability to gather customer information and to tailor product or
service offerings accordingly, the Internet is unrivalled as a communication
medium with regard to intimacy. Customers can now obtain “virtual
brands” based on their personal preferences that are not otherwise
available in stores.

Closely related to intimacy is the fact that the Internet can be readily used
to create individualised one-to-one, personal service.

Perhaps not quite yet available, but coming soon, is “Artificial Intelligence”
to simplify and speed up product or supplier selection. All that artificial

intelligence requires is for the customer to tell the software agent what is
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wanted, and it will locate a dealer, negotiate the best price, and close the

deal in a matter of minutes.

This “e-marketing mix” proposed by Robins (2000:249-274) comprises an array
of personal (not general) benefits marketers can offer their customers online and,
unlike the traditional mix, the e-mix focuses on individuals as opposed to
consumer groups. For this reason, though, the list is not exhaustive.
Nevertheless, Robins (2000:270) states that the list above (the so-called eight Is)

forms at least the outline of a new electronic marketing mix.

Robins (2000:249-274) is not the only author who suggests a paradigm shift in
marketing with the uprising of Internet marketing. McDonald and Wilson in
Chaffey et al. (2003:27), developed their own “six Is of the e-marketing mix”.
These Is are interactivity, intelligence, individualism, integration, industry
restructuring and independence of location. However different from traditional
marketing, Internet marketing has retained a number of very familiar activities.
Promotional offers, for example, are often little different from those of the “old

economy” (Scharl, Taudes, Wober, Bauer & Natter, 2001).

Against this background, Robins (2000:265-266) makes two assertions about the
traditional marketing mix. One is that the analytical value of the mix and of
“marketing-mix thinking” remains unchanged. This thinking still provides an easy-
to-remember means of checking that all relevant aspects of a marketing task are
being given attention. Secondly, there is now a new e-marketing mix to be given
attention as well. This comprises a parallel group of factors which are also under
the control of the firm and which, like the traditional mix, may be adjusted and
amended to appeal to customers. This time, however, the variables are more

intimately interrelated than ever before (Connolly & Sigala, 2001:123).

3.4 INTERNET MARKETING WITHIN THE TOURISM INDUSTRY

In order to fully comprehend the need for properly defined measures of

successful Internet marketing, research into the topic was reviewed.
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3.4.1 Past research on Internet marketing within a tourism context

Much literature exists on the topic of Internet marketing, and the same can be
said for Internet marketing within the tourism industry. However, few studies were
found to have focused on the Web-based marketing activities of star-graded
lodges, and none could be located that had been conducted in a South African
context. Authors like Connolly, Olsen and Moore (1998:46) studied the
advantages of establishing web sites for casinos. As previously mentioned,
Murphy et al. (1996:70-86) conducted a study in which an exploratory content
analysis of 36 hotel-related sites revealed significant details about the use of the

Internet as an effective management and marketing tool.

In the same vein, numerous other studies have examined the Internet’'s
application to the marketing efforts of hotels (Morrison, Taylor, Morrison &
Morrison, 1999:97-113; Chung & Law, 2003:119-125). Similarly, Kline et al.
(2004:253-267) researched the Internet marketing efforts of bed-and-breakfast
(B&B) establishments, following in the footsteps of authors like Donthu and
Garcia (1999:52-58) and Countryman (2000:430-432). Research into Web-based
marketing for restaurants has been conducted by Murphy et al. (1996a:20-36) as
well as Lee, Sung, DeFranco and Arnold (2004:205-223). The broader topics of
tourism marketing and destination marketing were addressed in the studies of
Countryman (1999:210-218), Benckendorff and Black (2000:11-21) and Chung
and Law (2003:119-125).

The afore-mentioned studies revealed a diverse selection of factors important for
web site success, and although the scope and focal areas of the studies varied,
three factors appeared consistently in virtually every piece of existing literature
studied:

* accessibility,

* ease of navigation, and

e content.
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In a US study, Countryman (1999:210-218) analysed the content of 50 State
Tourism web sites and the recorded subjective ratings on pre-selected criteria.
Each web site was evaluated based on the application of fundamental marketing
concepts like accessibility, segmentation, positioning, web site design, content,
links to other web sites, and the use of “cookies” for the purpose of consumer

research.

Thereafter, Ho (2002:18-26) evaluated the World Wide Web in a global study of
1000 commercial sites, including 25 luxury hotels, motel chains, destination
resorts and casinos. It was found that these sites were little more than modest
travel brochures. Apart from travel tips and destination guides, value provision
was rather scanty (Ho, 2002:20). Few of the sites analysed made use of contests
or lucky draws, while online reservations and availability checking were

considered important keys to future development.

Benckendorff and Black (2000:11-21) evaluated the Web sites of 16 regional
tourism authorities (RTA’s) in Australia and proposed the concept of an Internet
Marketing Star, with four points comprising site planning, design, content and

management characteristics.

Even ostensibly specialised marketing activities like those of Native American
casinos have come under the spotlight of researchers (Choi & Hsu, 2001:101-
116). Unsurprisingly, approximately half of the Native American casinos studied
did not have a web site. This could be significant to the current study if one were
to assume that the average South African tourism supplier may also
underestimate the value of a web site, as their Native American counterparts did.
Choi and Hsu (2001:114) suggested that the providers of tourism products need
to take a more proactive stand in marketing their facilities and services through
well planned and executed Web marketing plans. This advice could almost

certainly also be applied to players within the South African hospitality industry.

Research of this nature has not been limited to the United States. In 2002, Blum

and Fallon evaluated the Web sites of 53 Welsh visitor attractions using six
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groups of features (product, price, place, promotion, customer relations and
technical aspects). Clearly this set of criteria differs significantly from that used by
Countryman (1999:210-218) quoted earlier, supporting a statement by Kasavana,
Knutson and Polownski (1997:31-44) that it is exceedingly difficult to create a
concrete set of criteria against which to evaluate web site content . This was one
contributing factor towards the development of the so-called Balanced-Scorecard
approach to web site evaluation — the need for a standardised and objective Web

evaluation mechanism.

3.4.2 The role of Internet marketing in service industries

The Internet provides several advantages for hospitality operators and other
service providers in their marketing activities (Kline et al., 2004:253-267). Most
tourism products such as hotel rooms, airline seats and tourism destinations are
invisible during the purchasing process. Allowing potential customers to take
virtual tours of intangible service offerings enhances their confidence in the
purchasing process. Therefore, the Internet has become one of the best tools for
customers to gather information and actually view products prior to purchase
(Countryman, 2000:430).

The Internet is now widely used as a marketing tool and electronic distribution
channel, since it is able to provide multiple pages of text and graphical
information with the same amount of detail as, but at a much lower cost than,
traditional advertising and distribution channels (O’Connor & Frew, 2000:179-
199). According to Law and Leung (2000:202) the Internet fits the marketing
principles for travel and tourism because it (1) allows travel suppliers to establish
a direct link with (potential) customers, (2) eliminates unequal barriers for
customers and suppliers, (3) facilitates equal competition, and (4) decreases
price discrimination opportunities. For these reasons, Law and Leung (2000:209)
state that, after computer technology, making travel arrangements via the Web is
the Internet’'s second largest commercial application. But, as with all other

advertising and distribution channels, a web site must “strike a chord” in the
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minds of intended target customers in order to justify the expenditure of capital by

the sponsoring organisation on web site development, design and maintenance.

The next section considers past research into the field of web site evaluation.

3.5 EXISTING MODELS OF WEB SITE EVALUATION

Most research studies into the topic have attempted to evaluate tourism and
hospitality web sites by using the content analysis methodology. The following
section contains a short overview of content analysis as a web site evaluation

tool.

3.5.1 Content analysis as a web site evauation tool

Before content analysis as an evaluation technique can be discussed, a brief
explanation of the term “content” is warranted. “Content” describes the
information provided on a web site. Good content is engaging, relevant and
appropriate to the audience. It has been specifically created for the Web and it is
clear and concise, working well in this medium. Good content takes a stand. It
has a distinct voice, a point of view. It may be informative, useful and/or funny,

but it should always leave you wanting more (Poll, 2008:26).

Content analysis is a qualitative research technique for making replicable and
valid inferences from data (Krippendorff, 1980:3). It is a summarising analysis of
messages that relies on the scientific method (including attention to objectivity,
inter-subjectivity, a priori design, reliability, validity, generalisibility, replicability
and hypothesis testing) and it is not limited as to the types of variables that may
be measured or the context in which the messages are created or presented
(Neuendorf, 2002:22). It uses an objective, systematic approach to measuring
the meaning of commercial material through the classification and evaluation of
selected words, themes, concepts and/or icons. In its broadest definition, it is a
systematic attempt to codify subject matter in order to discern trends and

concepts. It requires the researcher to analyse the communication messages by
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systematically coding and counting the frequency of items within established

categories.

The critical step in content analysis is the development of explicit recording
instructions with a clear definition of the coding units. Content analysis is an
inductive research method. It is a systematic and replicable technique for
compressing many words of text into fewer categories, based on explicit rules of
coding (Krippendorf, 1980:6). Content analysis embodies the study of the

message and not of the communicator or the audience (Kelly, 1956:14).

3.5.2 Previous studies into content analysis in a Web environment

In addition to establishing a web site and creating a presence on the Internet, it is
important that the web site is developed well. Ho (2002:18) states that the way to
create a positive user experience is to design a site that is personal (recognition
and personalised service), relevant (information that the user wants) and
appealing (correct amount of easily accessible content, photos, sounds,

streaming media and special effects).

A common question amongst marketing professionals is, “How successful is our
web site?” Such a reactive rather than proactive approach to the use of the
Internet for marketing often defers a definition of criteria and processes for
measuring web site success until after site launch. Chaffey et al. (2003:33)
provide practical guidelines toward the effective design of a web site with
customer orientation and an ability to appeal to different market segments. Once
a company has been successful in attracting prospective clients to its site, it must
effectively communicate the features and benefits of its product or service to the
customer in a few seconds or risk the customer losing interest. The image
projected by the organisation’s web site should ideally be consistent with the
customer’s perception of himself/herself (i.e., it should have "design affinity" with
the customer). Communicating with the customer in a personal human tone
despite the barriers imposed by technology is becoming increasingly important.

Another important element to consider is service quality. One method to
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determine the significant aspects of online service quality is to review the factors

that customers perceive as important.

Murphy, Hofacker and Bennett (2001:82) suggest that a web site’s marketing
goals influence the site design. If the marketing goal is to communicate product
information (for instance benefits, prices or add-ons) the site’s design should
facilitate the transfer of this information. If the marketing goal is to convey an
image, elicit an emotion or build a relationship, the site should be fun and
possibly, interactive. Effectively done, this would create flow, brand involvement
and a positive attitude change in visitors to the site. If the marketing goal is to
promote an established product, accelerate repeat purchases or increase market
share, the site could tie in contests, offer coupons, or be linked to retail and off-
line media campaigns. In such cases, an appropriate measure of success could
be the number of hits on contest — and sign-up — pages, or the use of online
coupons. Should the marketing goal be online sales, the site should funnel

visitors to the appropriate page where payment information is provided.

A study conducted by Forrester Research in 1998 uncovered that, amongst the 8
600 online households polled, the top four criteria for effective Web sites were
considered to be:

e High quality content (75 %)

* Ease of use (66 %)

*  Quick to download (58 %)

* Updated frequently (54 %)

For those items listed, the success factors included:

* Content quality (Can the customer locate relevant, updated content with
ease? Are there conspicuous errors?);

* Performance of web site infrastructure (availability of information and
download speed);

» Ease of contacting the company for support via e-mail, telephone or any

other channel;
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* Quality of response obtained to e-mail inquiries and fulfilment quality;

* Acknowledgement of customer privacy.

In a study of the web sites of international tourist hotels and tour wholesalers in
Taiwan, Wan (2002:155-160) claims that although the number of people using
the Internet in Taiwan surpassed four million in 2000, only 50 % of that country's
international tourist hotels and tour wholesalers had established web sites at the
time. Wan (2002:155-160) identified and used three criteria in his study for
analysing the content of web sites: "user interface", "variety of information” and
"online reservations systems". Wan’s research indicated that Taiwan’s fairly
conservative market is still reluctant to do credit card transactions online,
rendering an online reservation system virtually useless. The implication of Wan’s
(2002) study is the need for the tourist industry to have well-designed web sites,

in order to enhance the consumer business online.

The methodology adopted by Wan (2002:155-160) is the so-called value-added
model based on information systems. The key elements of this model are user
interface (accessibility, formatting, help and flexibility) and system quality
(simplicity, currency and comprehensiveness). Wan adapted this model in
designing a simple web site rating system to evaluate international tour hotels
and wholesalers. This rating system emphasises the user interface and variety
elements, particularly from the user’s perspective. Salam, Rao and Pegels (in
Wan, 2002:157) concluded that content analysis could be used on several types
of media, and therefore accepted that content analysis was also suitable for
evaluating Web sites. In a similar study, Park (2003:11-18) evaluated the Web
sites of 23 large Korean travel agencies through a content analysis that
measured factors such as the availability of online reservations, a home page in
English, tourism information and company background, electronic boards,
interactive communication tools, product search engines, links, cyber events,

special prizes and customised products.

Perdue (2001:21-38) evaluated major North American ski resorts using four
general web site characteristics: speed and quality of site accessibility, ease of

navigation, visual attractiveness of the site, and quality of information content.
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This study found that the perceived quality of a resort as presented through its
web site is primarily a function of the site’s navigability, visual attractiveness and
information content. Using an experimental design method, Jeong and Lambert
(2001:129-146) had 250 conference attendees evaluate the information quality of

eight hypothetical hotel web sites.

Wan (2002:160) asserts that the use of web sites in the tourism/hospitality
industry as well as other business enterprises in Taiwan will undoubtedly become
more significant in the 21st century. Therefore, tourism/hospitality professionals
should frequently evaluate the content of their web sites in order to meet the
needs of consumers. Wan (2002:160) believes the traditional travel/hospitality
industry should apply the full range of the Internet's potential to its field so that
integrating the travel/hospitality industry with the information industry will result in

a win—win situation for both service providers and consumers.

As suggested by Tierney (2000:215), the evaluation of web site effectiveness is
necessary because of the significant setup and maintenance costs. Although
online sales are a good way to measure web site effectiveness, tourism sites do
not have this feature since they generate little or no evidence of their own. Other
than the use of online sales, it has been difficult to create a set of criteria against
which to evaluate web site effectiveness (Kasavana et al., 1997:31-44). For this
reason, Morrison et al. (1999:97-113) recognised that measuring a web site’s
performance was a multidimensional task. To that end, Morrison et al. (1999:101)
identified four perspectives for hotel web site evaluation: customer, technical,

marketing and internal.

The approach was called the modified Balanced-Scorecard approach (BSC),
after the original Balanced Scorecard developed by Kaplan and Norton (1992:71-
79) upon which it was loosely based. The most recent full table of previous
studies related to the topic was compiled by Park and Gretzel (2007:46-63) and
is depicted in table 5.
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Table 5: Key factors in tourism-related web evaluation

Study

Key Factors Identified

Morrison, Taylor,
Morrison, and Morrison
(1999)

Technical, marketing, internal, customer.

Weber and Roehl (1999)

Security, quality of information, Internet vendor’s reliability,

getting orders/services in timely manner, ease of

contacting vendor, ease of placing orders, ease of
handling returns/refunds, customer service and after-sale
support, variety of choices, ease of canceling orders, ease
of payment procedures, lowest price, satisfaction of being

cutting edge.

Friel, Sombert, and
Crimes (2000)

Transparency, proactiveness, service, speed, reliability,

care, creativity.

Proll and Retschitzegger
(2000)

Quality of access, quality of content, ability to customize.

Jung and Butler (2000)

Successful web site: regular updating, repeat visits,
appearance, useful information, interactivity, web design,
promotion (off-line), forming partners, value-added info,
institutional support, building royalty, clear navigation
paths. Successful web design: appearance, added value,

content, design and creativity, ease of use.

Chu (2001)

Informative, interactive, attractive.

Perdue (2001)

Speed and quality of site accessibility, ease of navigation,
visual attractiveness of the site, quality of the site, quality

of information content.

Yip and Law (2002)

Special discounts, free delivery of tickets, extra benéefits,
complementary shopping coupons, secure personal

information.

Wan (2002)

User interface: ease of physical access, ease of accessing
specific information within the web site, Standardised

format, ability to access information in multiple ways.
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Palmer (2003)

Download delay, navigation/ organisation,

interactivity, responsiveness, information/ content.

Liang and Law (2003)

Customer contact information, facilitation
information, reservations information, surrounding

area information, management of web site.

Nysveen, Methlie, and
Pedersen (2003)

Search engine, service integration, personalisation,
trust, reversed pricing, auctions, collective volume

discount, service aggregation, customer community.

Law and Wong (2003)

Secure payment methods, different price ranges for
products/services, user-friendly system, rapid
information search, on-line booking and
confirmation, comprehensive destination
information, availability of help functions, provision
of related Web links, late availability information,
availability of virtual tours/video files of destination,

presentation style, specifically designed for user

group.

Yeung and Law (2004)

Language usability, layout and graphics, Information
architecture usability, user Interface and navigation

usability, general usability.

Xiang and Fesenmaier

Functionality, ease of use, learnability, speed,

(2004) design, interactivity, novelty.
Scharl, Wober, and Bauer Product, speed, intelligence, layout, services,
(2004) languages, navigation, interactivity.

Schaffer and Mills (2004)

Product quality, processing capacity, credit card
protection, data handling/privacy policy, web site

design, navigation, customer service.

Zins, Bauernfeind, Missier,
Venturini, and Rumetshofer
(2004)

Design/layout, functionality, ease of use, learnability,

outcome/future use, errors/system reliability.
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Yoches and Erdem (2005)

Interface, navigation, content, reliability, technical

performance.

Mich, Franch, and Martini
(2005)

Identity, content, services, location, maintenance,

usability.

Law and Hsu (2006)

Reservations information, facilities information,
contact information, surrounding area information,

web site management.

Baloglu and Pekcan
(2006)

Interactivity, navigation, functionality, marketing.

Kaplanidou and Vogt
(2006)

Content (trip information functionality), content

(motivating visuals), accessibility (fast downloads).

Law and Leung (2002)

Information quality: accompanying persons, airline
preferences, availability of regulations and rules,
class choices, date or time not available for booking,
price comparison of different airlines, special airfare
promotion, seat selection, ticket type. System use:
confirmation period, express search, free entry of
origin, free entry of destination, free entry of
departure day/time, online ticket purchase,
reservation steps to follow, steps to make

reservation and payment.

Sigala and Christou (2002)

Perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness,
perceived functionality of Internet tools, perceived
usefulness as an education tool,

perceived competencies, perceived level of IT

support.

Ranganathan and
Ganapathy (2002)

Information content, design, security.

Source (citations and content of table): Park & Gretzel (2007:46-63).
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Based upon the information provided in this chapter, table 6 was compiled. It
represents a sample of key studies considered to be relevant to and influential on

the present study.

Table 6: Previous studies evaluating web sites of accommodation

establishments

Evaluation criteria Scope of study | Location Author(s)
Seven criteria: impression, o
Top 25 limited-
content usefulness, accuracy, ) . .
services chain United Ham
navigation, accessibility, online _
_ o lodging States (2004:295-308)
reservations and timeliness of .
. ] operations
information.
Four categories: technical _ _
. _ . Bed-and- . Kline, Morrison
aspects, user friendliness, site United
. _ breakfast & St. John
attractiveness and marketing _ States
_ establishments (2004:253-267)
effectiveness.
Three general user criteria: International
user interface, variety of tourist hotels _ Wan
. _ . Taiwan
information and online and tour (2002:155-160)
reservations. wholesalers

As the modified Balanced Scorecard is the content analysis approach that will be
used in the current study, it will be explained in Chapter 5 of this document,
following a discussion in Chapter 4 of the origin and current uses of the Balanced
Scorecard as a management instrument as well as a web site evaluation tool. A
number of authors have written about the usefulness of the BSC in the evaluation
of web site effectiveness for a variety of tourism web sites, and as this existing
literature will form the basis of certain key components in the research
methodology of the current study, the following chapter has been devoted to

considering the findings of the different schools of thought on the topic.
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3.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter provided an introduction to the Internet and investigated the role of
the Internet in current marketing practices. In order to do this, the Internet and its
components were defined, after which the main benefits of the Internet as a
promotional tool and/or communication medium were considered. In conclusion,
the impact of the Internet in current business and marketing practices was
highlighted. The specifics of content analysis and web site evaluation criteria
were not discussed. Instead, a synopsis of content analysis as a research
technique was provided, and the topic will be elaborated upon in Chapter 5. As
this study centres around the evaluation of the Web sites of star-graded lodges
from multiple perspectives, existing studies focused on these perspectives (viz.,
customer, technical, marketing and internal) will be covered in the following

chapter.
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CHAPTER 4: WEB SITE EVALUATION FROM MULTIPLE
PERSPECTIVES - THE BALANCED SCORECARD
APPROACH

4.1 INTRODUCTION

Content analysis as used in this study was discussed in Chapter 3. The present
research was conducted from multiple perspectives as proposed in the works of
Morrison et al. (1999:97-113) and Kline et al. (2004:253-267). The main focus
was on determining whether the web site of each lodge under examination
succeeded in selling its service product as seen from the four perspectives: user-
friendliness, site attractiveness, marketing effectiveness, and technical aspects.
This approach neccessitated the examination of previous research done on the
topic and the assessment of how many prior studies actually considered multiple

perspectives, instead of merely using a design perspective.

4.2 DETERMINING MULTIDIMENSIONAL EVALUATION CRITERIA

Sharp (2001:42) states that every web site in existence is, by its very nature, a
unique entity. Every web site then should have one overriding, generic goal: to
achieve positive response action from every visitor. If web sites are going to be
useful in any way they need to be understandable (Licker, Bailey, Scott &
Stamper, 2000:190).

In the same vein, Neilson Web Usability Studies (in Sharp, 2001:49) found that
users of web sites do not like long, scrolling pages; they prefer text to be short
and to the point. The study further found that users do not actually read the web
site text; instead, they often only scan through the pages, trying to find a
sentence or section containing the information they want. Chung (in Sharp,
2001:50) suggests some “common sense” design elements that work well within
Web sites.
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These are:
* high impact, good quality images;
* uncluttered design;
* bold titles and large print;
* sensible use of colour;
* modern or classic look;
* care for language;
* consistent style;

* quick-loading information.

In order for any organisation to survive and succeed, it must deliver the service
the customer wants with precise and accurate quality, and the service must be
delivered promptly. Evidence suggests satisfaction of the customer will lead to

repeat sales and profits (Gehrke & Turban, 1999).

As with most other tourism operators, a lodge’s services are intangible, and
customers are unable to assess the service quality prior to purchase. This means
that the customer takes a financial leap of faith in deciding to visit a lodge based
solely on information contained on its web site or in other promotional media
(Juwaheer, 2004:360). The management of a 5-star lodge must realise that web
site content may create certain expectations on the part of the customer, and that

satisfaction can only be guaranteed if these expectations are met or exceeded.

According to Gilbert, Powell-Perry and Widijosi (1999:22), setting up a web site is
considered affordable as it costs relatively less than other types of media. The
web site, once it is established, enables an organisation to conduct a relatively
more targeted business 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, and to connect with a
potential audience from all over the world. The Web allows anyone access who
has an Internet connection, regardless of location, time or computer operating
system. Technology allows for classy digital images, video and sound. The most

valuable Web applications, however, are those that allow organisations to rise
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above communication barriers and institute dialogue directly with customers
(Gilbert et al., 1999:22).

Gilbert (1996) in Gilbert et al. (1999:23) projected that the long-term maintenance

of customers would involve four incremental steps:

1. Find out more about the customer through database analysis. Five-star
lodges can attempt to collect information about what individual customers
purchase or require from a service provider by using an incentivised online
questionnaire on its web site. The site can follow and evaluate customer
reactions to different offers posted on the web site, and customer profiles can

then be created.

2. Improve and make the product or service more attractive. Online
questionnaires can be aimed at a database of former or current guests to
gather their attitudes toward certain services or loyalty programmes. Lodges
can use this information to improve features and characteristics of the service
if feedback uncovers that some services are not meeting customer
expectations. By making use of such questionnaires, lodges can collect
information about likes and dislikes of guests. Inactive guests can be
contacted via e-mail — a cost-effective method of keeping in touch and

maintaining awareness.

3. Inform to build the customer's knowledge of the company. Important
information such as details on any new services can (and should) be posted
on the site or could be mailed to potential and existing customers in the form
of an electronic newsletter. Gilbert et al. (1999:26) state that this way the
customer will have better knowledge of the organisation, which will improve

brand loyalty.

4. Retain the customer by developing different forms of loyalty schemes. A
web site can be designed to contain sections for the exclusive use of loyalty
scheme members. Entry into the web site is restricted by the use of
identification numbers and passwords. Gilbert et al. (1999:26) declares that
members’ only magazines and special offers can be posted on these Web

pages for which one would have to register before gaining access.
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In addition to those already mentioned, various other studies have been done on
the evaluation of web sites, where scholars try to determine the criteria that are
necessary to evaluate these sites. For example, Johnson and Misic (1999:383-
392) found that organisations use benchmarking to evaluate their own web sites,
as well as comparisons of their web sites with those of other relevant

organisations.

The Internet is becoming an important new channel for exchange in an
increasing number of industries. Opportunities presented by the Internet might
seem obvious, but there is still much debate and speculation on how the use of
the World Wide Web will affect established industries (Wynne, Berthon, Pitt,
Ewing & Napoli, 2000:420). Information overload is nowhere more evident than
on travel or tourism sites on the World Wide Web (Bernstein & Awe, 1999:364).

Recent surveys point out that travel purchases and reservations are among the
fastest-growing segments of electronic commerce in the USA and Europe
(Weber & Roehl in Bernstein & Awe, 1999:364). This great potential for travel
sales by way of the Internet is so widely recognised that there has been a
substantial increase in the number of sites dedicated to travel, with a massive

redundancy in the data available (Bernstein & Awe, 1999:364).

Previously, travel agents were the main sources of travel information, but that
has changed significantly in the past few years (Bernstein & Awe, 1999:364).
More and more general consumers are using the Internet to do their research
and bookings. Because of this trend Bernstein and Awe (1999:365) deemed it
important to set forth certain criteria that can be used to evaluate travel sites.

These criteria are:
* Quality and reliability of content;
* Ease of navigation - the site is well organised and user friendly;
* Unique and original information;

* Regular updates;
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e Reliable, relevant and active links;
* Download speed;

* Minimum, relevant advertising;

* Ability to print or print selectively;

* No fees, and if registration is required, it is not a complicated process.

The criteria listed above can be used, not only by experts to determine the
usefulness of a site, but can also to serve as a guideline for all Web users when
trying to locate the most relevant sites. Baloglu and Assante (1999:117)
examined a number of hospitality management journals in an attempt to
determine the most commonly encountered study areas and research methods,
and a resulting list of web site evaluation criteria developed by these authors
closely mirrored the list formulated by Bernstein and Awe (1999:365). Rayport
and Sviokla (in Wynne et al.,, 2000:426) contend that only when managers
master the ability to control both their physical and virtual value chains will they

be able to create value in the most effective and efficient way.

According to Tillotson (2002:392) very little literature exists on the ways
consumers evaluate web sites. There are countless lists of criteria that can be
used by customers to analyse web sites, but uncertainty persists as to which
criteria are used. A research study conducted by Fogg, Marshall, Laraki,
Osipovich, Varma, Fang, Paul, Rangnekar, Shon, Swani and Treinen (2001:61-
68) attempted to establish what elements of a web site the average person
appraises when forming a perception of the credibility of that web site. The study
found that most of the elements identified as important could be organised into
one of seven categories. These categories are: “... real-world feel, ease of use,
expertise, trustworthiness, tailoring, commercial implications and amateurism”
(Fogg et al., 2001:61).

Clearly, one of the main reasons for people to visit a particular Web site is to view

the content of that site (Allis, 2002). In the case of lodges or virtually all other
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commercial enterprises, individuals visit Web sites to gather more information on
the particular establishment. The type of information sought may include: contact
information, maps, rates and a directory of supplementary services available at
the lodge or in the surrounding areas. Content should be regularly updated to
reflect price changes or any other facts that might be of particular importance to
existing or potential customers. Fogg et al. (2001:64) lists a number of variables
that comprise the so-called “real-world feel” category of his study. According to
this list, a web site should provide speedy responses to customer service
queries, the physical address of the establishment, all relevant contact numbers,

an e-mail address and some images of the facilities.

Equally important is the visual appeal of a web site, which includes how the site
looks, colour schemes and images or graphics used to enhance the site, as well
as professional features that make it consistent with other company cues.
Visuals can motivate users to revisit a site, based on the fact that they liked what
they saw. Web sites, especially those of players in the tourism industry, should
guard against putting too much information and too many visuals on a page as
users could find it confusing. Often Web sites tend to be so cluttered that the
desired information is lost amongst excessive content and pictures. In the words
of one author, getting information off the Internet can be like taking a drink of

water from a fire hydrant... utterly overwhelming.

Navigation of a web site deals with the level of effort required of users to browse
through the site, moving from different areas within the site and back. Fogg et al.
(2001:64) also refers to this characteristic as “ease of use”, under which he
groups the ability to allow users to view past content, the way in which
information is arranged, the time it takes to download, and the overall simplicity of

navigation.

For most people, time is a valuable resource, and few will remain patient
indefinitely with a web site that takes forever to download. Most types of Internet
connections available in South Africa are via fairly slow landlines, with the

exception of recent developments like ADSL or LAN connections. For this
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reason, South African service providers should be especially weary of further
delaying an already slow connection with redundant information. If not, they will

struggle to remain competitive in the fast growing virtual marketplace.

Interactivity refers to the way in which a web site can respond to inputs from
users. Examples are, for instance, online discussion or feedback forums,
surveys and submission of questions to experts. The user enters certain data
and the web site generates a response, either an immediate response or a

response within a reasonable period.

Chakraborty, Lala and Warren (2003:50-61) performed research of which the
main purpose was to develop and validate measurement scales for factors that
customers consider important in business-to-business (B2B) web sites. Based on
a review of academic and trade press literature, Chakraborty et al. (2003:50-61)
identified seven factors that might influence web site effectiveness and
developed scales for measuring these factors for B2B web sites. According to
Chakraborty et al. (2003:50-61), their study represented one of the first efforts in
the academic literature to determine the factors that were considered to be
important in B2B web sites at the time — at least from a quantitative perspective.
Much of the previous research conducted up to this point was qualitative in

nature.

Chakraborty et al. (2003:50-61) obtained interesting results when investigating
the relative comparison of importance ratings, which showed that managers
should focus their efforts on improving their web site organisation, including the
manner of presentation of content and the design features. This finding of a
significant interaction between web site-usage objectives and web site factors
suggested that buyers and non-buyers (who nevertheless are important because
they often influence, specify, or recommend products in business-to-business
situations) differ in what they consider important. While both groups consider
organisation to be the most important factor in a B2B web site, their self-rated

importance differs on some of the other factors.
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Results suggested that for buyers, managers should focus on improving buyer
perceptions of purchase-related features such as privacy/security and transaction
related interactivity. For non-buyers, the emphasis should be on improving the
web site experience through non-transaction-related interactivity, personalisation,
and enhancing product-related information. This finding suggests that a
behavioural segmentation approach in web site design may be useful. That is, if it
is possible to identify a web site visitor's intended use (perhaps based on prior
knowledge or by asking a simple question), it may be beneficial to change the

web site design on the fly to appeal to the differing tastes of the different groups.

The increasing use of "back-end software" for creating dynamic pages by B2B
web sites lends validity to these findings. In electronic design automation, front-
end stages of the design cycle are logical and electrical design (e.g., logic
synthesis). Back-end software programmes aid in custom layout design and

physical verification (e.g., design rule checking).

It is perhaps not surprising that, although entertainment is often cited as the most
important factor in B2C web site effectiveness, this factor was found to be least
important by both buyers and non-buyers in the Chakraborty et al. (2003:50-61)
study. However, the utilitarian aspects of B2B sites are more important to
customers. Rapid advances in technology have transformed what were relatively
uncommon and innovative features in a web site three years ago (such as e-
commerce capability and personalisation) into common features. This may be the
reason for the relatively low importance attributed to transaction-related

interactivity and personalisation.

However interesting its results, the study by Chakraborty et al. (2003:50-61) had
several limitations. First, that study was based on customers in the construction
industry. Replicating these findings in other industries would be extremely
important in establishing the generalisability of these results. A second limitation
was the low response rate (21 %). While this response rate is typical of other web
or email-based survey research, the low response rate suggests caution in
generalising results from this study. A related issue in this regard is the shortage

of actual purchase behaviour data from the respondents. While the use of self-
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reported web site behaviour was a good start, future research could try to use

actual behavioural data to replicate the findings from that study.

Table 7 provides a summary of the most commonly used or tested concepts in

previous studies focused on web site evaluation.

Table 7: Concepts most prominently used in previous studies of

web site evaluation

Tourism related Non-tourism telated
Papers Papers

Key Factor using key Key Factor using key

factor (%) factor (%)
Information quality 87 Fulfilment 90
Ease of use 60 Information quality 83
Security/Privacy 43 Ease of use 69
Responsiveness 42 Visual appearance 63
Customer service 39 Security/Privacy 53
Interactivity 39 Responsiveness 47
Accessibility 29 Interactivity 45
Navigation 27 Customer service 39
Visual appearance 23 Accessibility 35
Personalisation 19 Navigation 25
Trust 18 Personalisation 24
Brand/Reputation 16 Customisation 20
Incentive 16 Trust 20
Brand/Reputation 17
Return policy 15

Source: Park & Gretzel (2007:46-63).

4.3 THE ORIGINAL BALANCED SCORECARD EXPLAINED

The original BSC proposed by Kaplan and Norton (1992:71-79) came at a time
when there was a need to break away from measuring company performance
solely in terms of financial measures. In Al Bawaba (2008:538) the Balanced
Scorecard concept (BSC) was selected by the editors of the Harvard Business

Review as one of the most influential management ideas of the past 75 years.
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However, this is not the only reason the BSC was deemed relevant to web site
evaluation. In the most basic terms, the BSC is a set of carefully selected

measures originating from the organisation’s vision and strategy (Niven, 2002).

Furthermore, the BSC is a tool used by company exectuvies to communicate to
employees and shareholders the outcomes of the company’s value drivers and
their success in achieving its vision and objectives. Similarly, the Balanced-
Scorecard Objective (Niven, 2002) defines the BSC as “a tool that translates an
organisation’s mission and strategy into a comprehensive set of measures that

provide the framework of strategic measurement and management system”.

The BSC specifies that performance should be measured from four perspectives:
customer, financial, learning and growth and internal business processes. It,
thus, captures both financial and non-financial elements of a company’s strategy,
and examines the cause-and-effect relationship that drives results. This allows
organisation’s to be strategic by using lead indicators as opposed to lag
indicators to evaluate performance. Lead indicators are the drivers of future
economic performance, while lag indicators represent the outcomes of actions
previously taken, which provide an account of historical performance. The BSC
allows a company to translate its vision and strategy seamlessly into logical
performance measures that are easily associated at the various levels of the

organisation.

The original performance measures as first introduced by Kaplan and Norton
(1992:71-79) are described as follows:

* The financial perspective addresses the question of “How do we look to
shareholders?”, based on profits, revenue growth and shareholder
value.

* The second perspective is that of the customer and answers the
question “How do customers see us?”, based on service levels,

customer satisfaction, customer retention and market share.
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* The third perspective examines internal business processes and
procedures and looks into their efficiency in utilising the company’s core
competencies.

* The final perspective deals with innovation, learning and growth based

on intellectual assets, innovation and skills development intiatives.

Central to the success of the BSC is the integrated relationship among the key
parts of the model: vision, strategy and the four perspectives discussed above.
Balance is achieved through the use of the four perspectives, the decomposition
of the organisation’s vision into business strategy and into operations, and the
translation of strategy into the contribution each member of the organisation must

make to successfully meet goals (Rohm, 2002:4).

Until the late 1980s there was a widespread fixation on measuring financial
performance only. Performance measurement was then relying on reporting
systems focused on the past, and this paralleled management's inward view. But
today, these measures are out of step with the skills and competencies
companies are trying to master. Hence, the development and subsequent

evolution of the BSC and similar models remains crucial.

4.4 EVOLUTION OF THE MODIFIED BALANCED SCORECARD (BSC)
APPROACH

After its initial modification and use by Morrison et al. in 1999 to measure the
effectiveness of hotel web sites, the BSC was also applied in subsequent studies
beyond the field of hotels. Kim, Morrison and Mills (2002:195-206) conducted an
evaluation of the performance of the web sites of convention centres in the
United States using the same perspectives as originally used by Morrison et al.
(1999:97-113). In a follow-up study, Kim et al. (2003:24-31) enhanced the
Morrison et al. (1999:97-113) methodology by evaluating the same 10 web sites

one year later.
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Ismail, Labropoulos, Mills and Morrison (2002:165-179) adopted the modified
BSC approach in evaluating the marketing of culture on the web sites of
European national tourism organisations (NTOs). In this study, a number of
important adjustments were made to the existing methodology, and in doing so
the BSC as evaluation tool was further refined.  Amongst others, the
measurement scales were changed from Likert formats to dichotomous "yes/no"
questions, indicating the presence or absence of specific site features. This
removed the level of subjectivity noted in the Morrison et al. (1999:97-113) study.
Similarly, Feng, Morrison and Ismail (2002:43) evaluated and compared
destination marketing organisation (DMO) web sites in China and the US using
the modified BSC approach. Furthermore, So and Morrison (2004:93-118)
applied the modified BSC approach in evaluating the web sites of 14 NTOs in
East and South East Asia.

Subsequent studies, such as those mentioned above, improved the modified
BSC by addressing and correcting elements upon which Morrison et al. (1999:97-
113) had been criticised. In the initial study, four perspectives were introduced,
namely customer, technical, marketing and internal. However, the internal
perspective was difficult to measure, as the researchers did not have access to
all the information required to do so. Additionally, the authors realised that the
scoring system used in the initial study could be questioned, as the final scores
for the four perspectives were unbalanced. Furthermore, the use of several Likert

scales led to a high level of subjectivity in the Morrison et al. (1999:97-113) study.

Yet another limitiation was that only one member of the original research team —
although highly qualified in web site design and marketing — evaluated all of the
web sites selected for the study. How the four perspectives were chosen raised
further questions, as did the way in which the perspectives were evaluated. For
example, the study did not measure return on investment of the small hotel web
sites. Also, an expert Web designer evaluated the customer perspective, not
customers themselves. In addition, no one from the included hotels was involved
in the evaluation, so a truly internal perspective was not obtained. Chung and
Law (2003:120) criticised Morrison et al. (1999:97-113) for failing to incorporate
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the views of hoteliers into the development of the research instrument. Other
authors suggest that different perspectives can be adopted. According to Blum
and Fallon (2002:91-102) there are three broad directions of Web site evaluation:
(1) business perspective; (2) customer perspective; and (3) a combination of the

first two elements.

However, arguably the strongest criticism of Morrison et al. (1999:97-113) arises
from the fact that evaluating any web site(s) at only one point in time is
insufficient to reflect the variability in sites over time. Similarly, the majority of
prior studies into the topic, as highlighted in table 8 below, tended to make use of
a single “expert” to conduct evaluations, and more often than not, only a single
evaluation was done. In this respect, the current study is unique and, dare one
say, superior to previous works. In the current study, thirteen indivuals were used
as evaluators, in an effort to reduce bias introduced through the use of a single
person. Table 8 provides an overview of studies in which contect analysis was
used as research methodology. Although these studies were, for the most part,
also conducted within a tourism context, they differ from the present study in
terms of the number of evaluators used. As previously mentioned, most prior
studies relied on the responses of a single individual, whereas the current

research was conducted with the assistance of thirteen evaluators.

Table 8: Summary of prior studies using content analysis as research

Methodology for web site evaluation

Approach and authors

Industry sector
focus and
geographic area

Method

Evaluators/
Evaluations

Modified BSC

Morrison et al. (1999)

Small hotels; Scotland

Content analysis

One expert; one

evaluation
metal 0002) | 3RO | comemanayss | QISR e

So and Morrison (2002)

National tourism
organisations; East
and South East Asia

Content analysis

One expert; one
evaluation

Feng et al. (2002)

Destination marketing
organisations; USA

Content analysis

Three experts;
one evaluation

- 66 -




e

UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA

’ UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
Qe VYUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

and China

Ismail et al. (2002)

National tourism

Content analysis

One expert; one

organisations; Europe evaluation
metal 0003 | S0 | conentanayss | 018 2

Other

Murphy et al. (1996)

Hotel chains and
independent hotels;
USA

Content analysis

One expert; one
evaluation

Weeks and Crouch (1999)

Six industry sectors;

Content analysis

One expert; one

Australia evaluation
Benckendorff and Black Regional tourism Content analvsis One expert; one
(2000) authorities; Australia y evaluation
Law and Leung (2000) Airlines; worldwide Content analysis One expert, one
evaluation
. Experimental Conference
Jeong and Lambert (2001) | Hotels; hypothetical design attendees; one
evaluation

Perdue (2001)

Top 50 downhill ski
resorts; USA and
Canada

Content analysis

Students; one
evaluation

Blum and Fallon (2002)

Attractions; Wales

Content analysis

One expert; one

evaluation
Gilbert and Perry (2002) Hotels; worldwide Content analysis One expert: two
evaluations
. Fine dining . One expert; one
Choi (2003) restaurants; USA Content analysis evaluation
Chung and Law (2003) Hotels; Hong Kong Content analysis One expert; one
evaluation
Travel agencies; . One expert; one
Park (2003) South Korea Content analysis evaluation

Source (citations and content of table): Morrison, Taylor and Douglas (2004:241).

Application of a Balanced Scorecard to a destination is an approved modern

strategic management instrument, which is assumed to be applicable also to the

special case of a tourist destination. The heterogeneity in products and

production processes of the different tourist service providers demands a

methodology that is able to account for outputs and inputs that are measurable in

monetary and non-monetary terms. The dynamics of tourist markets additionally

challenge the feed-forward and adaptability features of such an instrument.
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Orthodox performance measurement systems concentrate on financial and past
time-oriented performance indicators, which tend to make the system inflexible
with respect to sudden environmental changes. The Balanced Scorecard has
become a broadly applied and successfully adapted performance measurement
instrument (Kimiloglu & Zarali, 2009:250). It is a tool that translates an
organisation's mission and strategy into a comprehensive set of qualitative and
quantitative performance indicators which provide the framework for a strategic
management and measurement system in an effective, dynamic and timely
manner. Following this assumption, the Balanced Scorecard seems to be an
instrument for the strategic management of tourist destinations and service

providers.

The Balanced Scorecard provides the possibility to individually view and optimise
a companies’ performance and balance it within the different strategic
perspectives. However, it is not an isolated internal performance management
tool. Consideration of its various perspectives provides an opportunity for
comparison in order to find best practices and potential for improvements. In
order to permanently achieve optimal or at least satisfying results, a company
must remain prepared to respond to the dynamic and uncertain environment it
faces. To improve the performance of service providers in order to contribute to
the destination’s efficiency, companies need to constantly evaluate operations
and services. Performance evaluation and benchmarking are widely
acknowledged instruments for the identification and adoption of best practices, as
a means to improve performance and increase productivity. They are particularly
valuable when no objective or engineered standard is available to define efficient

and effective performance.

Service providers acting within a destination are assumed to aim at the
optimisation of their respective profits. This is very often expressed as Return on
Investment (ROI). The ROI is the ratio of profit (output) to invested capital (input).
Therefore service providers aiming to maximise their efficiency in a rational
manner take into account only those figures that represent costs or returns in the

profit-and-loss accounts.
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As mentioned above, typical tourist destinations are managed simultaneously
with respect to political decision makers’ top-down — often not financial - and
service providers’ bottom-up multidimensional strategic objectives. “The simplicity
of the efficiency criterion in commercial organisations is due in large part to the
fact that money provides a common denominator for the measurement of both
output and income. The concept must be broadened, therefore, if it is applicable
to the process of decision where factors are involved that are not directly
measurable in monetary terms.” Destination management explicitly has to include

external effects that go beyond the service providers’ internal perspective.

Learning from generic best practices of other branches allows an organisation to
apply innovative solutions on an individual basis and become a pioneer in its own
industry. Taken overall, performance increases of the individual organisations are

assumed to affect the whole destination’s added value positively.

4.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter outlined existing models developed for web site evaluation, as
produced by past studies of the topic. The discussion initially focused on the
evaluation of web sites from a customer perspective, before considering the
evaluation of web sites from a design perspective. Finally, the chapter explored
divergencies between the evaluative techniques employed by consumers and
those used by web designers. In the following chapter, the research propositions
for this study are formulated, and the research design and methodology required

to test the research propositions are examined.
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CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

“Did you know? The USA is 20" in the world in terms of broadband Internet
penetration (they’ve just been overtaken by Luxemburg). Before the launch of
the highly popular Wii interactive gaming system, Nintendo invested more
than $140 million in research and development in 2002 alone. The United
States Federal Government spent less than half as much on research,

development and education innovation during 2002.

Did you know? There are over 106 million registered users of the “blogging”
web site, MySpace (as of September 2006). If MySpace were a country, it
would be the 11" largest in the world (between Japan and Mexico). The
average MySpace page is visited 30 times a day and one out of every eight
couples married in the United States during 2005 met on web sites like

MySpace and Facebook.

There are over 2,7 billion searches performed on Google each month. To
whom were these questions addressed B.G. (before Google)? The number of
text messages sent and received every day exceeds the population of the
planet. It is estimated that 1.5 exabytes (one exabyte is equal to one billion
gigabytes) of unique new information will be generated worldwide this year.

That’s estimated to be more than in the previous 5000 years combined.

Did you know? The amount of new technological information is doubling every
two years. For students starting a three-year university degree, this means
that half of what they learn in their first year of study will be outdated by their
final year of study. The amount of new technological information is predicted

to double every 72 hours by 2010.

Did you know? Third-generation fibre optics has recently been tested by

Alcatel (USA) that pushes 10 trillion bits per second down one strand of fibre.
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That’s 1900 CDs every second, or 150 million simultaneous phone calls.
This figure is currently tripling about every six months and is expected to do
so for at least the next 20 years. The fibre is already there. The manufacturers
are just improving the switches on the ends, which means the marginal cost
of these improvements is effectively nothing. Similarly, predictions are that e-

paper will soon become cheaper than real paper.

Forty seven million laptops were shipped worldwide in 2007. The United
States “$100 Laptop Project” is expected to ship between 50 and 100 million

laptops a year to children in underdeveloped countries by 2010.

Did you know? Predictions are that by 2013 a supercomputer will be built that
exceeds the computational capability of the human brain. By 2023, when
today’s first-graders are just 23 years old and beginning their (first) careers, it
will only take a $1000 computer to exceed the computational capabilities of
the human brain. While technological predictions further than approximately
15 years ahead are hard to make, predictions are that by 2049 a $1000

computer will exceed the computational capabilities of the human race.
What does it all mean...?
Shift happens... now you know.”

(www.glumbert.com)

5.1 INTRODUCTION

Even if the above quote cannot be believed entirely, the impact of technology and

more specifically the Internet on the global economy is undeniable. As more and

more people gain access to the World Wide Web, a Web presence becomes a

crucial decisive factor for service providers to remain competitive. Moreover, a

successful Web presence is needed to attract and maintain the interest of
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potential customers. Thus, the value of examining multiple perspectives when

designing a web site cannot be underestimated.

The purpose of the present study was to evaluate the web sites of South African
5-star lodges, based on the methodology known as the modified Balanced
Scorecard (BSC). Star-graded lodges, and 5-star lodges in particular, were
selected for this study as one would assume that such lodges cater for relatively
upmarket LSM (Living Standards Measure) groups whose members are likely to
have access to the Internet and to be comfortable in using it to obtain information
and/or make online reservations. The South African Advertising Research
Foundation’s LSM has become the most widely used marketing research tool in
Southern Africa. It divides the population into ten LSM groups, LSM 1 being the
lowest and LSM 10, the highest.

The SAARF LSM is a unique means of segmenting the South African market. It
cuts across race and other outmoded techniques of categorising people and,
instead, groups people according to their living standards, using criteria such as
degree of urbanisation and ownership of cars and major appliances. Individuals
that fit the criteria of LSM groups 9 and 10 are likely to exhibit the following

characteristics in terms of media usage and general attributes:

LSM 9 comprises 6,7% of the total population. Most are female, aged 35 and
over, with education levels reaching Matric and higher. Many stay in urban as
opposed to rural areas. On average, individuals in this group earn approximately
R12 600 per month. They enjoy access to a wide range of media, including
commercial / community radio stations, television (SABC 2, SABC 3, e-TV, M-Net
and DStv), daily / weekly newspapers and magazines. Typically, members of
LSM 9 access the Internet weekly, and are most likely exposed to both cinema
and outdoor advertising. This group further has full access to services, full
ownership of durables including a personal computer, DVD player and satellite
dish (South African Advertising Research Foundation, 2007).

LSM 10 makes up approximately 6,0 % of the overall population. Members are

mostly male, aged 35 and over, with at least a Grade 12 education or higher
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qualification. Individuals tend to live in urban areas as opposed to rural areas.
They earn an average of R20 000 per month. They enjoy access to a wide range
of media, including commercial / community radio stations, television (SABC 2,
SABC 3, e-TV, M-Net and DStv), daily / weekly newspapers and magazines.
Typically, members of LSM 10 access the Internet weekly, and are most likely
exposed to both cinema and outdoor advertising. This group further has full
access to services, full ownership of durables including a personal computer,
DVD player and satellite dish (South African Advertising Research Foundation,
2007).

For such sophisticated Internet users, an inexpert web site will almost certainly
signal inferior service quality and could result in lost business for the service
provider. After all, it could be argued that 5-star lodges should be in a position to
develop high quality web sites — more so than the majority of lower star-graded

establishments across all categories.

This chapter deals with the research design and research methodology applied in
this study. In section 5.2, the research design is classified in terms of different
descriptors. Section 5.3 centres around questionnaire design, and Section 5.4
outlines the sampling design adopted in this study. The sampling approach is
discussed in terms of the target population, sampling method and sample size.
This section further details data collection by covering the survey method as well
as highlighting research objectives and their related variables. This section
proceeds to shed light on the constructs investigated and measurement scales
used, prior to providing a short account of pre-testing of the instrument. The
chapter concludes with a description of the data analysis approach utilised in this

study.

5.2 RESEARCH DESIGN

According to Cooper and Schindler (2003:146-151) the research design of a
study highlights what is to be done, in technical terms. The research design

applied in this study is what is referred to as a classification scheme by Cooper
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and Schindler (2003:146-151). This scheme, inter alia, takes into account the
degree of crystallisation of the research questions, the method of data collection,
researcher control of variables, the purpose(s) of the study, time dimensions,

topical scope and research environment. These aspects will be dealt with below.

5.2.1 Characteristics of the research

Pure or basic research aims to solve perplexing questions (or problems) of a
theoretical nature that have little direct impact on action, performance, or policy
decisions (Cooper & Schindler, 2003:12). This study aims to provide answers to
a number of research questions that are theoretical in nature. It does not attempt
to provide answers to specific practical questions related to action, performance

or policy needs. Therefore, this study could be qualified as basic research.

Cooper and Schindler (2003:146) state that a formal study “... begins with a
research question and involves precise procedures and data source
specifications. The goal of a formal research design is to answer the research
questions posed.” This study began with a number of research questions (see
section 1.4), followed precise procedures in collecting and analysing the data and
reported findings in a numeric format (see Chapter 7). The goal of this study was

to answer the research questions posed, hence, this study was a formal study.

A self-administered questionnaire was used to collect data from respondents.
The study did not intend to monitor or observe subjects but rather to elicit
responses from them. Therefore, this study could be classified as a
communication study, in terms of data collection method used (Cooper &
Schindler, 2003:149).

When research is concerned with finding out who, what, where, when or how
much, the study is descriptive (Cooper & Schindler, 2003:149). The objective of
this study was to examine the web sites (what) of selected 5-star lodges graded
by the TGCSA (who) in an Internet environment (where) during the month of July

2007 (when) to determine the extent (how much) to which they conformed to the
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guidelines as set in the modified BSC approach. Therefore, this study was a

descriptive study.

A cross-sectional study refers to research that is only carried out once and
represents a snapshot at one point in time (Cooper & Schindler, 2003:149). This
research was carried out on a single occasion and thus represents a snapshot of
how well the selected lodges fared in terms of their web site effectiveness when

measured using the modified BSC. Hence, this was a cross-sectional study.

According to Cooper and Schindler (2003:149), statistical studies are designed
for breadth rather than depth, meaning that statistical studies tend to estimate the
characteristics of a population by making inferences from the characteristics of a
sample. By contrast, the present study made use of a fairly small sample size
about which greater in-depth information was obtained; it could therefore be
regarded as a non-statistical study. This notion is confirmed by the fact that the
sample size was purposefully kept small, to mirror that of the original study by
Kline et al. (2004:253-267) upon which the current research was primarily based.

Using previous sample sizes is a non-statistical approach to sample size.

The respondents involved in the study where sensitised to the fact that they were
participating in a research study. This meant that their normal daily routine was
modified. Therefore, this study could be described as a modified routine study
by Cooper and Schindler (2003:149).

Research that takes place under field conditions refers to research that is
conducted under actual environmental conditions. This study took place in an
Internet environment and was thus carried out under actual environmental
conditions with no manipulation of variables taking place. Therefore, this study

was conducted under field conditions.
In terms of data collection techniques, most can be grouped into two categories,

namely quantitative (data collected in the form of numbers) and qualitative (data

collected in the form of words or pictures) (Neuman, 2000:33). Content analysis,
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the main data collection technique used in this study, is generally considered to
be a qualitative data collection technique, although some statistical analyses are
required in order to transform raw data into usable information (Henning, Van
Rensburg & Smit, 2004:102; Struwig & Stead, 2001:11). A second group of
researchers regards content analysis as a quantitative research technique
(Neuman, 2000:33-34; Wimmer & Dominick, 2003:140-141). A third group
supports the notion that content analysis is both qualitative and quantitative in
nature (Du Plooy, 2002:194; Leedy & Ormrod, 2005:142-143).

The main reason for this is the fact that a crucial step in any content analysis is to
tabulate the frequency of each characteristic found in the material being studied.
Unlike a quantitative study, in which one aims to quantify the variation in a
phenomenon, situation, problem or issue, qualitative research aims to describe a
situation, phenomenon, problem or event (Kumar, 1999:10). The former utilises
quantitative variables (interval and ration scales) to gather information, while the
latter makes use of nominal or ordinal scales to obtain data (Enz, 2001:3). As this
study attempted to describe how South African 5-star lodge web sites fare in
terms of user-friendliness, site attractiveness, marketing effectiveness and

technical aspects, it could be regarded as a qualitative study.

5.2.2 Content analysis as a research tool

According to Leedy and Ormrod (2005:142) content analysis is a detailed and
systematic examination of the contents of a particular body of material for the
purpose of identifying patterns, themes or biases. As content analysis enables a
researcher to discover features in the content of large amounts of material that
may otherwise go unnoticed. This technique may be used for exploratory and
explanatory research, but is most often used in descriptive research, as is the

case in this study.

As discussed in section 3.5, content analysis has also been applied to the Web
(Ehlers, 2002:204). McMillan (2000:80-98), in an analysis of 19 previous studies,
found content analysis to be a stable research technique that can successfully be

applied to a dynamic environment such as the Internet.
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Neuendorf (2002:6) identified subjectivity as a problem in web site evaluation,
and suggested that a larger variety of measures should be used to reduce it. Due
to the subjective nature of evaluating web sites, the modified BSC approach was
used in this study because it balances different measures of web site
effectiveness. Morrison, Taylor and Douglas (2004:233-251) first adapted the
BSC approach from Kaplan and Norton (1992; 1993) to evaluate the web sites of
small hotels in Scotland. They analysed critical success factors (CSFs) from four
perspectives: technical, marketing, internal and customer. They supported
Neuendorf’'s contention that web site evaluation is subjective by nature and must

be performed with a balanced set of measures.

McMillan (2000:81-82) suggests five primary steps for application in a content
analysis technique. These steps include formulating the research questions
and/or hypotheses, sampling, data collection and coding, training coders and
checking the quality of their work, and analyzing and interpreting the data
(McMillan, 2000:81-82).

The manner in which these steps were applied in this study is highlighted below.

Step 1 — Formulating the research questions: The advent of the Internet has
given rise to many new research questions (McMillan, 2000:81). To this end, a
list of research questions was developed to be tested in this study. These
questions revolved around the extent to which South African 5-star graded
lodges are effective as marketing tools. Their effectivity was tested based on four

primary performance dimensions.

Step 2 — Sampling: The population for this study is discussed in detail in section
5.4.1.

Step 3 — Data collection and coding: This step in the research process centres
around defining categories which concern two key units of measurement, namely
coding units and context units, as well as detemining the time frame in which the
data are collected (McMillan, 2000:82).
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Step 4 — Training of coders, and inter-coder reliability: Wimmer and Dominick
(2003:152) identify individuals who do coding in a study as coders. More than
one coder is generally used in a content analysis, to reduce bias in the evaluation
process (Wan, 2002:156). However, the number of coders involved in a content
analysis is still small in comparison with other methods of data collection and

coding, as generally only between two and six coders are used.

In this study 13 coders (or evaluators) were used. It was thus necessary to train
the coders and also to test for inter-rater reliability. These considerations are

discussed in Chapter 6.

Step 5 — Analysing and interpreting the results: The final step in the research
process involves the analysis and interpretation of the data collected during the
coding process. The fact that the content being analysed was web-based did not
change the basic procedures of data analysis and interpretation. The manner in
which the data were prepared, analysed and interpreted in this study is

considered in Chapter 6.

5.2.3 Application of content analysis to the BSC four-quadrant model

This study used a similar evaluation approach to that of Kline et al. (2004:253-
267), which stems from the original Kaplan and Norton (1992; 1993) BSC model.
In addition, Countryman (2000:430-432) recommended evaluation criteria
specific to B&Bs, which Kline et al. (2004:253-267) took into consideration in the
development of their modified BSC. Using the original BSC as foundation, the
modified BSC instrument developed within that study included four more or less
independent "perspectives" (somewhat arbitrarily called "quadrants"), which also

produced the research questions of this work:
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Quadrant 1: User-friendliness;
Quadrant 2: Site attractiveness;
Quadrant 3: Marketing effectiveness; and

Quadrant 4: Technical aspects.

User-friendliness (Quadrant 1)

User-friendliness was evaluated with nine different yes/no items, and one overall
question with a four-point Likert scale response. Based on the literature review,
these items were all important aspects of B&B web site design, and in the current
study, it was interesting to test whether the same could be said for five star lodge
web site design. A web site that is easy to navigate enables the user (a potential
guest) to freely click in and out of pages without causing confusion or distress.
The more user-friendly a web site, the more a potential guest is likely to continue
to view the lodge’s information and to want to find out more about the property.
When a home button is clearly available on every page, this makes it easy to find
information without getting confused, which could lead to accidental closure of
the browser. Of course, clearly displaying contact information of all kinds (phone,
fax, address, and e-mail) is vitally important to communicate with potential
guests. The use of buttons enables the user to click from page to page without

having to scroll through multiple pages to find information.

Site Attractiveness (Quadrant 2)

Nine specific aspects of site attractiveness were evaluated with yes/no
responses. An overall question with a four-point Likert scale response was also
included. If a lodge web site does not have clear and readable text, colour,
hyperlinks, and good quality photographs and images, then Web-page space is
being misused. A lodge web site should not be a photocopy of a print brochure,
but an interactive display of what is available at the property. Cluttered and
unclear pages decrease a web site’s effectiveness. The lodge web site should
entice the user’s interest; if the web site is not attractive, then a guest will feel

that the lodge itself is not appealing.
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Marketing effectiveness (Quadrant 3)

Closely following the design of the original questionnaire, the researcher
identified 18 specific marketing effectiveness criteria to be evaluated with yes/no
responses. An overall evaluative question with a four-point Likert scale response
was again incorporated. The aspects evaluated are all judged to be important for
an interactive tourism web site that follows sound marketing principles. These
include that the lodge web site should define the uniqueness of the lodge and its
surrounding environs by providing information on the history of the property, as
well as information about the innkeepers, local events, rates, photographs,
awards, testimonials, packages and promotions. These factors make the virtual

experience of the lodge more tangible for the user.

Technical aspects (Quadrant 4)

As indicated by Kline et al. (2004:253-267), the use of NetMechanic.com

(available free of charge at www.netmechanic.com) allowed the researcher to

perform an accurate evaluation of the technical design aspects of each Web site.
Founded in 1996, NetMechanic was created for small to medium-sized business
webmasters who needed easy, affordable, self-service, web tools to help run
high-quality business web sites. Acquired by Keynote Systems Inc. in May of
2002, Keynote NetMechanic is the largest independent provider of web site tools.
Keynote serves over 2300 corporate customers with unbiased benchmarking
data, competitive analysis and operational metrics from the customer perspective
(NetMechanic, 2008).

NetMechanic aims to help businesses increase revenue, satisfy customers and
improve overall web site quality. The system’s automated tools analyse web site
availability and reliability, improve page visualisation, optimise search engine
rankings and monitor performance. NetMechanic’s mission is to provide small to
medium-sized business webmasters with easy, affordable self-service web tools
that help them create a quality web experience for customers, as well as

accessibility for search engine users.
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Keynote NetMechanic has built a strong industry presence among small to
medium-sized business webmasters. NetMechanic serves a broad base of
clients, including companies such as Jet Blue Airways, the London Stock
Exchange, Five Star Video, the Foundation for the National Institute of Health,

Xerox and New York University, amongst others (NetMechanic, 2008).

NetMechanic.com is a diagnostic web site for evaluation of the following technical
components of any (accessible) web address, using a 5-star rating per aspect
per page. Comparisons were based on the average scores for the pages
assessed. Ratings are based on the following criteria:

i Link check;

i Load time;

i HTML check and repair;

iv Browser compatibility;

v Spell check.

Each aspect and the method of its assessment is discussed briefly in te following

sections.

i.  Link Check Rating

A page rating is based on the number of “bad” (inactive/defective) links on the
page.

* 5 stars: no bad links

* 4 stars: one bad link

» 3 stars: two bad links

e 2 stars: three bad links

1 star: more than three bad links

ii.  Load Time Rating

Ratings are based on the time required to load the page using a 28.8 modem. A
two-second connection time penalty is added for every Web server that must be

accessed to load a page and its graphics.
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* 5 stars - loads in less than or equal to 13 seconds
* 4 stars - loads in less than or equal to 24 seconds
* 3 stars - loads in less than or equal to 35 seconds

» 2 stars - loads in less than or equal to 46 seconds

1 star - loads in more than 46 seconds

In addition, a site’s rating is lowered by 1 star if it has HTML problems that

affect load time.

To get a 5-star score, the size of a page and all of its graphics should be
kept as low as possible (without compromising on image quality); it should

only connect to one Web server, and be kept free of HTML errors.

ii. ~ HTML Check & Repair Rating

Ratings are based on the number of HTML errors found on the page.

* S stars: no errors

* 4 stars: less than or equal to six errors
» 3 stars: less than or equal to 12 errors
e 2 stars: less than or equal to 18 errors

e 1 star: more than 18 errors

iv.  Browser Compatibility Rating

A rating is based on the number of compatibility problems affecting more

than 10 % of a site’s visitors.

* 5 stars: no compatibility problems
* 4 stars: less than or equal to four problems
» 3 stars: less than or equal to eight problems

» 2 stars: less than or equal to 12 problems

1 star: more than 12 problems

V. Spell Check Rating

Ratings are based on the percentage of suspected misspellings on the
page.
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e 5 stars: no misspellings

* 4 stars: less than or equal to 5% misspellings
* 3 stars: less than or equal to 10% misspellings
* 2 stars: less than or equal to 15% misspellings

e 1 star: more than 15% misspellings
A review of the evaluation criteria for quadrant 4 is contained in table 9.

Table 9: Quadrant 4 aspects for evaluation

Number of Type of rating
stars
Link check ' |Load time? | HTML check |Browser Spell check ®
& repair * compatibility *

5 stars No bad links <13s No errors No No
compatibility misspellings
problem

4 stars One bad link |24 s < 6 errors <4 problems =5%

misspellings

3 stars Two bad links |[<35s <12 errors <8 problems |=10%

misspellings

2 stars Three bad <46s < 18 errors <12 problems [£15 %

links misspellings

1 star More than >46 s > 18 errors > 12 problems [>15 %

three bad links misspellings

' A page rating is based on the number of "bad" (inactive/defective) links on the page.

2 Ratings are based on the time required to load the page using a 28.8 modem. A two-second
connection time penalty is added for every Web server that must be accessed to load a page and
its graphics.

In addition, a site's rating is lowered by 1 star if it has HTML problems that affect load time.

To get a 5-star score, the size of a page and all its graphics should be kept as low as possible
(without compromising on image quality); it should only connect to one Web server, and be kept
free of HTML errors.

® Ratings are based on the number of HTML errors found on the page.

* A rating is based on the number of compatibility problems affecting more than 10 % of a site's
visitors.

® Ratings are based on the percentage of suspected misspellings on the page.
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In using the services of NetMechanic.com, the following research question was

addressed:

How well do the web sites of selected South African 5-star lodges fare in

terms of their technical components?

An example of a NetMechanic “scorecard” is attached to this document as

Appendix E.

In summary, and by way of a visual representation, the four quadrants of the

BSC and the variables related to each are depicted in figure 1.
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Figure 1: The four quadrants of the Balanced Scorecard

QUADRANT 1: User-friendliness QUADRANT 2: Site Attractiveness
Availability of telephone number(s) Readability of text

Availability of mailing address Hyperlinks available

Availability of e-mail address Uncluttered pages

Limited vertical and horizontal scrolling | Quality of photos and images

Availability of home button on all pages | Effective use of space

Navigation tool on each page Images reinforcing text

Availability of fax number Contrast between background and text
Availability of site map or index Appeal of background

Availability of site content search Use of colour

function

Overall user-friendliness Overall site attractiveness
QUADRANT 3: Marketing QUADRANT 4: Technical Aspects
Effectiveness

Availability of lodge pictures Link check

Availablility of guest room pictures Load time

Availability of rates or tariffs HTML check and repair

Apparent uniqueness of the lodge Browser compatibility

Local activities and events Spell check

Links to activities and area attractions
Availability of limited offer packages
Hyperlinks to sponsors

Information on innkeepers or owners
Presence of logo

Online reservation function

Special promotions

Special needs (children, pets etc.)
Calendar of events

Testimonial information

Virtual tour available

Mission statement

Awards information

Overall marketing effectiveness
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Based upon the information contained in this diagram, a questionnaire for use in

the current study was developed. This process is explained in the next section.

5.3 QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN

The original study by Kline et al. (2004:253-267) mentioned web site
effectiveness as being a unidimensional construct. This warrants a brief
discussion of dimensionality and the closely related concept of scaling. The main

part of this chapter deals with the design of the questionnaire itself.

5.3.1 Dimensionality and scaling

Figure 1 shows the diversity of aspects which contribute to the perceived quality
of a web site. Yet it is possible to take e.g. all the aspects listed under Quadrant
1 and lump them together as contributors to the same construct, "user-
friendliness". If each aspect is (arbitrarily) given the same weight (i.e., is
regarded as equally important in determining the overall property "user-
friendliness"), then the assessment values given to each can be added up to give
one quantity; the "value" determined for the "user-friendliness" of that web site

home page.

Since scaling involves "a process of measuring or ordering entities with respect
to quantitative attributes or traits" where "certain methods of scaling permit
estimation of magnitudes on a continuum, while other methods provide only for
relative ordering of the entities" (Oxford Dictionary Onli