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Legitimacy in co-creating tourism value through customer-to-customer (C2C) 
online travel communities
Abbie-Gayle Johnson a and Dimitrios Buhalis b

aSchool of Hotel and Tourism Management, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hung Hom, Hong Kong SAR; bInternational Centre for 
Tourism and Hospitality Research, Bournemouth University, Bournemouth, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT  
Legitimacy is a fundamental dimension of co-creation as it determines the desirability, suitability, 
and appropriateness of individuals or organisations in any community. This research explores how 
users establish legitimacy when co-creating value in online travel communities. The proliferation of 
online communities propels a bottom-up approach to legitimacy that resides at the micro level 
within online contexts and can be achieved through discursive legitimacy. The research context 
focuses on travellers during the COVID period and the online customer-to-customer (C2C) 
community they formulated. Travellers’ posts were analysed based on thematic analysis. 
Findings reveal the five discursive legitimation strategies used to legitimate or delegitimate 
proposed co-creation practices in tourism, namely: authorisation, rationalisation, trustification, 
normalisation and narrativisation. These were employed by multiple online users to influence 
travellers and were associated with discursive resources (technology affordances) to support 
narratives during times of contestations. The discursive strategies aided in creating two levels of 
customer-to-customer value co-created experiences. This research moves away from the 
dominant institutional approach to provide a novel understanding of legitimacy in tourism: 
discursive legitimacy, which is more relevant for online customer-to-customer (C2C) travel 
communities’ co-creation practices.
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Introduction

The United Nations World Tourism Organisation (2022) 
urges travellers to be aware of online interactions and 
engage in legitimate practices when co-creating 
online. There has been increasing reports of fake 
profiles, purchases and reviews in online travel market
places (Peterkin et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2020). TripAdvisor 
(2022) removed or rejected more than two million 
reviews of which almost 40% were deemed to be 
biased or fraudulent. Destinations such as Puerto Val
larta in Mexico has experienced a 200% increase in 
fraud as tourists are being sold fake vacation packages 
(Traveloffpath, 2022). In response, businesses have 
increased their structures for monitoring, harnessing 
the power of artificial intelligence and context modera
tors to protect travellers when interacting online.

While initiatives are being implemented at a 
business-to-tourist level, there are also micro-inter
actions on a customer-to-customer (C2C) or traveller- 
to-traveller (T2 T) level. Online communities have been 
ranked as the most important group during the 

COVID-19 crisis (TheGovLab, 2021). Individuals need to 
also exercise caution in these environments as they con
tinue to be subject to a number of risks that cause them 
distress and unpleasant travel experiences (Assiouras 
et al., 2023). Unlike organisation-led online platforms, 
these communities have challenges with ensuring 
safety as they are decentralised public spheres with 
anonymous individuals and hence cannot be easily 
monitored. Ongoing conversations allow individuals to 
position themselves as legitimate. Users should be 
mindful of the discursive tactics used for attaining (il)le
gitimacy on these platforms for fostering co-creation 
(Talwar et al., 2020).

Legitimacy refers to an individual or organisation 
being ‘desirable, proper or appropriate within some 
socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs 
and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). Edvardsson 
et al. (2011), in their conceptual paper on a social con
struction, approach to value co-creation identified legiti
macy as being a part of the social structures for 
understanding co-creation. Legitimacy has mainly been 
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explored in the context of community-based tourism 
(Jamal & Getz, 1995; Wang et al., 2018), ecotourism (Phil
lips, 1997), film (Bertolini et al., 2021), gaming develop
ment (Wong et al., 2019) and backpacker literature 
(Farrelly, 2021). The introduction of technologies has 
necessitated a shift in how legitimacy is explored 
(Blanco-González et al., 2021). Online communities 
provide networked environments for generating prac
tices underpinned by discursive legitimacy (Kavoura & 
Buhalis, 2022; Castello et al., 2016; Etter et al., 2018; 
Kim et al., 2015; Mendoza et al., 2021; Veil et al., 2012). 
However, legitimacy, as a dimension of co-creation, 
remains largely unexplored in tourism. The literature 
on legitimacy in online environments in hospitality and 
tourism and business is still lacking (Antretter et al.,  
2019).

This research examines how users establish legiti
macy when co-creating online by examining an online 
travel community. The study (1) explores the discursive 
legitimation strategies applied by travellers of the 
online community for influencing others, (2) identifies 
the co-created practices in the online community that 
are linked to these strategies, and (3) presents the affor
dances that are drawn on by users to support their nar
ratives. The research investigates the online travel 
community of Nina Island South Inmates WhatsApp 
group, which was created in 2020. The group was 
user-driven as it was formed by travellers online who 
stayed at Nina Island South Hotel. It later expanded to 
embrace travellers to Hong Kong, amassing over 100 
users. It developed at a time when there was significant 
concern for (il)legitimate online travel posts and lack of 
information (Kelleher, 2021). Users credit the WhatsApp 
group as a viable platform to receive factual information 
during the COVID infodemic (SCMP, 2021). This research 
illustrates discursive legitimacy as a key aspect in online 
tourism contexts, specifically online travel communities. 
The study contributes to co-creation in tourism literature 
by exploring the dimension of legitimacy in co-creation.

Co-creation not only results in enhanced tourism 
experiences but is also necessary for instilling legitimacy 
in online communities. The base idea is that legitimacy is 
socially constructed, dependent on social structures. 
Hence, there are the strategic management and insti
tutional theory views embraced in tourism, which 
propose that organisations use these normative struc
tures and procedures to signal legitimacy in organis
ational behaviours. Building on this observation, this 
paper proposes that legitimacy is not solely socially con
structed, but rather social constructions constituted 
through discourse or verbal interactions. It is managed 
based on communication, as individuals deploy verbal 
explanations to garner legitimacy (Phillips et al., 2004). 

Legitimacy is established through an ongoing verbally 
interactive (communicative) process. This way of mana
ging legitimacy is usually tied to individuals (Elsbach,  
1994). This paper moves away from the dominant view 
of legitimacy as a resource embedded in individuals or 
organisations. It proposes a novel perspective-discursive 
legitimacy, whereas legitimacy is seen as a process 
shaped by multiple stakeholders (Suddaby et al., 2017).

Literature review

Co-creation in tourism and online travel 
communities

Co-creation is a collaborative process of producing value 
among resource integrators (Vargo et al., 2008). It is a 
well-cited concept in tourism research to explore both 
physical and virtual environments (Arıca et al., 2023; 
Mohammadi et al., 2021; Leal et al., 2022). A variety of 
terms have been applied in tourism to describe co-cre
ation in virtual environments. Terms include online co- 
creation, mobile co-creation, virtual co-creation, IT- 
enabled co-creation and real time co-creation (Lei 
et al., 2022). These experiences are technology- 
enhanced tourism experiences for facilitating inter
actions and producing value (Neuhofer et al., 2014). 
Online travel communities facilitate these experiences 
of extensive interactions that are constant and 
ongoing (Buhalis & Foerste, 2015; Williams et al., 2017). 
These communities are ‘social aggregations that 
emerge from the Net when enough people carry on 
those public discussions long enough, with sufficient 
human feelings, to form webs of personal relationships 
in cyberspace’ (Rheingold, 1993, pp. 57–58). They 
provide members with the opportunity to ascertain 
information, garner socio-psychological and hedonic 
benefits (Chung & Buhalis, 2008).

Users visit online communities to share knowledge, 
experiences and contact information for tourist custo
mer-to-customer (C2C) co-creation (Arıca et al., 2023; Oli
veira et al., 2020). This refers to interactive practices 
among tourists for generating value (Rihova et al.,  
2015; Williams et al., 2015). Interactions can occur at 
four layers, namely: detached, is less socially immersive 
and focuses on single customers who may refer assist
ance but still engage in activities privately; social 
bubble focuses on customers who share consumption 
experiences; communitas is based on temporary com
munities that share a sense of togetherness and solidar
ity (Johnson & Buhalis, 2023); and neo-tribes are 
collectives that are associated with particular brands 
and activities (Rihova et al., 2013). Co-creation is often 
seen as only an interactive process to collaboratively 
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create and/or enhance experiences (Herrmann-Pillath,  
2020). However, there are other forms of value that 
can emerge particularly in technology networks, which 
are yet to be unravelled such as legitimacy (Massi 
et al., 2021).

Online co-created experiences are shaped by social 
context. For instance, technological infrastructures, 
such as affordances, can be drawn on by users during 
co-creation on social media platforms (Ge & Gretzel,  
2018). Lei et al. (2019) unravelled the contextual 
factors affecting organisation and individual inter
actions. These are individual characteristics; trip charac
teristics and computer-mediated communication 
characteristics. While prior studies focus on how techni
cal and non-technical resources of online platforms bind 
actors together for co-creation, there is limited under
standing of how these online communities in which 
these actors are based obtain legitimacy, that is, accep
tance beyond resources. There is need to further expand 
on social aspects and specifically the importance of 
legitimacy, which is embedded in social structures of 
value co-creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). Edvardsson 
et al. (2011), noted that co-creators are influenced by 
social structures, such as legitimation. Individuals 
within the co-creation process must be deemed accepta
ble (Grace & Iacono, 2015). Pfeffer and Salanick (1978) 
argue that legitimacy is controlled by publics. 
However, there is a lack of studies in tourism on legiti
macy and co-creation among individuals and even so 
online, which is unlike business studies, which pay 
much attention on co-creation online and legitimacy 
of stakeholders (Illia et al., 2023).

Edvardsson et al.’s (2011) work on the social struc
tures of value co-creation such as legitimation draws 
on Gidden’s (1984) work on structuration. Stakeholders 
engage in co-creation by embracing these four building 
blocks: dialogue, access, transparency and risk (Prahalad 
& Ramaswamy, 2004). Dialogue has become increasingly 
possibly for tourists who engage within online commu
nities thereby facilitating customer-to-customer co-cre
ation virtually (Williams et al., 2015). However, 
Roiseland (2022) argues that while co-creation enables 
wide participation and dialogue, only a limited number 
of actors are usually listened to and acknowledged as 
being acceptable for sharing information. Centeno and 
Wang (2017) are one of the few scholars who have illus
trated the connection between value co-creation and 
legitimacy for at the individual (micro) level. They find 
that celebrities employ communicative strategies for 
validating their content, such as sharing their visions 
and aspects of their personal lives. Celebrities are seen 
as entrepreneurs and are not reflective of the everyday 
online users, who are enrolled in participant-driven 

platforms. These influencers individuals gain legitimacy 
through embodying cultural norms, which aligns with 
Suchman’s (1995) view of legitimacy. However, 
Suchman (1995), who is widely embraced by tourism 
scholars, does not focus on individual legitimacy but 
instead emphasis the strategies for acceptance by cor
porations (Arnould & Dion, 2022; Elsbach, 1994). Individ
uals are bounded by institutional structures thereby 
limiting agency (Edvardsson et al., 2011). Co-created 
activities are highly agential and collaborative in net
works (Melis et al., 2022; Thomas & Ritala, 2022) and par
ticularly in online media contexts where discursive 
legitimacy is salient (Glozer et al., 2019).

Participation in online co-creation has meant that 
individuals, not just organisations and celebrities, are 
expected to legitimise their actions in these commu
nities due to the misinfodemic. The COVID-19 pandemic 
disrupted global tourism and changed the co-creation 
context dramatically (Assiouras et al., 2023; Liu et al.,  
2022; Liu et al., 2021). Since the pandemic a stigma 
emerged towards interacting in virtual networks; as 
they are not deemed to be equally acceptable as in- 
person interactions. Online users have been asked to 
adopt strategies that can allow them to detect false 
users and narratives.

Online environments require legitimacy to overcome 
mistrust from possible and prospective users (United 
Nations, 2022). Online communities have an array of 
diverse users making it challenging to establish legiti
macy (Fisher et al., 2017). They suffer from the liability 
of newness-being perceived as new rather than well- 
established, reliable means of co-creating (Snihur et al.,  
2018). These communities also do not conform to 
official guidelines by technology companies, by which 
their legitimacy could have been judged. Instead, they 
are unregulated and rely mostly on discourse; namely 
texts and symbols used in conversation (Phillips et al.,  
2004). Online communities are sites of negotiation, 
which means discourse and legitimation strategies can 
vary across contexts (Suddaby et al., 2017). Thomas 
and Ritala (2022) conclude that there is need for 
studies on how these communities acquire legitimacy.

Legitimacy in tourism

Legitimacy as a concept was mainly derived from soci
ology studies and has filtered into business research 
(Parsons, 1960) as well as tourism (Richter, 1980). 
Tourism studies have extensively examined strategies 
for portraying organisational (Foley, 2003; Wang et al.,  
2018) and individual legitimacy (Adongo & Kim, 2018). 
It is a tool, which individuals and businesses can 
possess and use. This understanding associates with a 
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functionalist or strategic perspective (Ashforth & Gibbs,  
1990; Blanco-González et al., 2021). This view is under
pinned by institutional theory, which signifies that legiti
macy is based on external conditions such as rules and 
values (Suchman, 1995). Adherence to laws can make 
an organisation appear more or less valid (Powell & 
DiMaggio, 2012). However, this view is limited (see  
Table 1).

Suddaby et al. (2017) explain that there are two 
streams of research: legitimacy as a property (a resource, 
a capacity, an asset) underpinned institutional theory; 
and legitimacy as a process. ‘The process perspective 
is, necessarily, multilevel because social construction 
assumes interactions and reciprocal influences 
between the individual and collective levels of analysis’ 
(Suddaby et al., 2017, p. 462). Legitimacy is seen as a 
social construction. It is not a stable condition but 
instead the result of an ongoing process that must be 
exercised as it is continually being negotiated and con
tested (Antretter et al., 2019). It is a process of 
influence or persuasion through language, hence, it is 
found within intersubjective actions. It does not occur 
dyadically, from A to B, but involves a collective 
(Suddaby et al., 2017).

Studies regarding legitimacy in technology-enhanced 
tourism contexts are limited. Newlands and Lutz (2020) 
examined the impact of fairness on the perceived 
moral legitimacy of home-sharing platforms. Platforms 
that were deemed fair by individuals were regarded as 
having more validity and required less regulation. Like 
traditional tourism businesses (Foley, 2003), peer-to- 
peer accommodation listings were deemed more legiti
mate when associated with individuals in certain pos
itions and from hegemonic backgrounds (Shepherd & 
Matherly, 2020). Tourists can also assess the validity of 

peer-to-peer accommodation by comparing them with 
traditional lodgings (Buhalis et al., 2020). In these 
cases, legitimacy is still linked to institutional logics as 
businesses operate based on set criteria within varying 
social contexts (Ackermann et al., 2021). Nevertheless, 
there are other legitimation mechanisms that can 
emerge online at the individual and network level 
through collective discussions, confrontations and 
interpretations within networks (Fisher et al., 2017; Har
grave & Van de Ven, 2017; Thomas & Ritala, 2022). In net
worked platforms, consumers do not have to conform to 
institutional logics (Hakala et al., 2017) and networks 
have increased micro-level dynamics and discursive 
struggles (Vaara & Tienari, 2008). Users rely on actions 
and the production of texts (Phillips et al., 2004). 
Instead of being a top-down approach as is the norm 
in tourism studies, legitimacy should instead be 
framed as a bottom-up approach that reside at the 
micro level within online contexts (Wong et al., 2019). 
This can be achieved through discursive legitimacy.

Discursive legitimacy: legitimacy strategies 
online

Discursive legitimacy implies establishing legitimacy 
through discourse. Dryzek (2001, p. 660) defines discur
sive legitimacy as ‘being achieved when a collective 
decision is consistent with constellation of discourses 
present in the public sphere (online community), in 
the degree to which this constellation is subject to the 
reflective control of competent actors’. These strategies 
are in keeping with reconceptualising legitimacy as a 
process (Suddaby et al., 2017). Business and manage
ment scholars have examined discursive legitimacy in 
online environments. It is mainly explored within the 

Table 1. Types of legitimacy.
Theoretical 
underpinning

Level and  
focus

Types of  
legitimacy

Conceptualisation/operationalising  
concept

Strategic 
perspective

Organisational 
actions

Substantive 
management

Legitimacy as a property of a business: structural attribute; individual-based

Symbolic 
management

Institutional 
perspective

Organisational 
actions

Pragmatic

Cognitive
Moral

Discursive 
perspective

Stories; narratives Authorisation Legitimacy as socially constructed-continuous negotiations and ongoing deliberations; 
justifications based on discursive resources; collective-based; application of single/ 
multiple legitimacy strategies

Moralisation
Normalisation
Rationalisation
Narrativisation
Trustification
Cognitive

(Elsbach, 1994; Hakala et al., 2017; Korkeamaki & Kohtamaki, 2020; Suchman, 1995; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Vestergaard & Uldam,  
2022).
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context of social media platforms, such as YouTube (Veil 
et al., 2012), Twitter (Etter et al., 2018) and Facebook 
(Glozer et al., 2019). Studies mainly concentrate on 
organisational contexts.

Scholars have drawn on Van Leeuwen and Wodak’s 
(1999) well-cited discursive legitimation strategies. Strat
egies include authorisation, moralisation, normalisation 
and rationalisation. Authorisation refers to the exercise 
of authority by a user. This authority can be personal, 
expert, role model, impersonal or the authority of tra
dition. Moralisation occurs when a reference is made 
to moral values and social acceptance in order to main
tain a suitable profile. Rationalisation is based on refer
ences to the usefulness of a product or practice. 
Individuals associate with the notion of purpose in 
their discourses. There is also normalisation, which is 
an individual referring to how things ought to be. 
Vaara et al. (2006) further improved on these strategies 
by including narrativisation, which is validating an act 
through storytelling. Korkeamaki and Kohtamaki (2020) 
proposed the strategy of trustification, as a strategy 
that focuses on drawing on narratives based on benevo
lence, fairness and honesty. These strategies, presented 
in Table 1, can legitimate or delegitimate individuals or 
activities (Hakala et al., 2017; Vaara & Tienari, 2008; Ves
tergaard & Uldam, 2022). They emerge within environ
ments of extensive discussions where it can be 
challenged and must be maintained through ongoing 
deliberations. Sometimes, justification regarding an 
argument is needed, which calls for individuals to 
draw on discursive resources (Van der Steen et al.,  
2022). This is contrary to traditional forms of legitima
tion, which are unquestionable (Steffek, 2009).

Methodology

To investigate discursive legitimacy and strategies 
online, this research context investigates Nina Island 
South Inmates WhatsApp group as the online travel 
community. The group was formed as a traveller-to-tra
veller (T2T) community by travellers at the Nina Island 
South Hotel, which is located in the southern district of 
Hong Kong Island in Hong Kong. Travellers stayed at 
the property to fulfil the Hong Kong COVID quarantine 
travel requirements, that were enforced during the 
period of March 2020 to September 2022. The group 
was created six months after the property was estab
lished as a quarantine hotel and lasted until the end of 
quarantine requirement. While the online travel commu
nity originally emerged as a private group, overtime the 
community expanded to support travellers to Hong 
Kong before they arrived and during their stay. The 
T2T online community exchanged advise and tips to 

deal with the travel disruptions and entry requirement 
complications that emerged throughout the COVID 
period (Assiouras et al., 2023; Liu et al., 2021). The T2T 
community also interpreted difficult and constantly 
changing travel requirements and proved resourceful 
for traveller resilience. The group evolved overtime 
during COVID-19 to post COVID recovery period 
(Johnson & Buhalis, 2023). Members of the community 
often became close friends and co-created other 
online C2C communities to enable travellers to remain 
in contact and socialise. Communities, such as the Nina 
Murder Survivors and Mystery WhatsApp groups, 
emerged from the original Nina Island South Inmates 
WhatsApp communities and provided the opportunity 
for travellers to meet and socialise after they were 
released.

The research applied netnography as it is a means of 
examining interactions occurring via online platforms 
(Kozinets, 2010). It entails data collection, analysis and 
ethical research practices (Kozinets et al., 2010). The 
data for this research was gathered from the WhatsApp 
group, which had more than 100 members. It was a par
ticipant-driven online community established during the 
COVID-19 pandemic for travellers in quarantine. The 
period of the pandemic was considered appropriate as 
it was a time in which there was great concern for (il)le
gitimacy (Suddaby et al., 2017). At a gathering in Munich 
in 2020, the World Health Organisation Director-General 
told a group of foreign policy and security representa
tive that ‘we are not just battling the virus, we are also 
fighting an infodemic’ (WHO, 2021, n.p.).

The data were collected for one month in September 
2021 and yielding a total of 21,719 posts. The research
ers were observers and active members of the selected 
online community. They engaged with the community 
members by posting and responding to questions and 
reading posts, comments and replies. This position 
allowed the researchers to have an in-depth understand 
of what individuals said and what they meant. They were 
also able to follow the discussions to locate legitimacy 
strategies. This meant identifying questions asked and 
locating the responses to and by members. The 
researchers downloaded chats from the WhatsApp plat
form. Password-protected folders were created to store 
data on a computer belonging to one of the researchers. 
Approval for data collection was received from the Uni
versity’s human research ethics committee and 
members of the group. Steps were taken to ensure the 
anonymity of members of the community.

Thematic data analysis, as proposed by previous 
studies on discursive legitimation strategies (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006; Glozer et al., 2019; Korkeamaki & Kohta
maki, 2020) was applied. This is consistent with Kozinets 
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and Jenkins (2021) recommendation of using a data con
densation process for analysing online data (Luyckx & 
Janssens, 2016; Vestergaard & Uldam, 2022). Braun and 
Clarke’s (2006) steps were used: data familiarisation, 
generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing 
themes, defining and naming themes, and generating a 
report. In regards to data familiarisation, notes were 
made as to the type of legitimation strategy that took 
place in real-time. Once the data was compiled and 
downloaded, it was read by the researchers to get a 
better understanding of how the legitimation strategies 
emerged. They noted where co-created activities were 
referred to, points of contestations arose, questions for 
further justification were made and responses that 
drew on various legitimation strategies. Then, initial 
codes were generated by reviewing each post to under
stand the occurrence such as time of questioning, con
testation or response. The data was further sorted for 
generating initial codes by being placed into similar 
groups such as co-created experiences, communication 
with, communication to, emojis, posting, responses to 
user narratives, queries, utterances, and legitimation 
strategies.

The researchers continued analysis by searching for 
themes. Following Vestergaard and Uldam (2022), the 
categories that guided the analysis were mainly devel
oped based on Van Leeuwen’s (2007) strategies and 
updated literature. This led to a framework of discursive 
legitimation strategies: authorisation, moralisation, nor
malisation, rationalisation, narrativisation, trustification 
and cognitive. The researchers allowed new themes to 
emerge as they manually coded the data. This gave 
rise to overarching themes. Strategies were also linked 

to various practices, as seen in previous business 
research, such as Vaara et al. (2006) and Hakala et al. 
(2017). In this research, there were strategies that associ
ated with different types of online community co-cre
ation practices. The researchers thematically analysed 
the data set in order to identify the online travel commu
nity’s practices while being guided by previous literature 
on such practices (Chung & Buhalis, 2008). The analysis 
was checked for similarities, differences and findings in 
relation to the research question. This led to the elimin
ation of themes and sub-themes such as mythic, techno
logical and impersonal authorisation, moralisation and 
cognitive strategies as these were either not present, 
duplicated themes or not pertaining to conversations 
where legitimacy was being highlighted. In terms of 
identifying discursive legitimacy, it is active in compari
son to legitimacy from an institutional perspective. Phil
lips et al. (2004) explained that it is tied to multiple 
individuals, ongoing deep engagement (contestation) 
that incorporates a range of discursive strategies and 
draws on multiple text formats. Strategies that are 
most received or of highest influence are based on com
munication genre or embedded in well-established 
discourses.

The themes were defined and named to ensure that 
they were related but separate. Sub-themes were pro
duced (see Table 2). The analysis process was ongoing 
so themes were evolved leading to the categorisation 
based on purpose of legitimation strategy, discursive 
and sub-discursive legitimation strategies, associated 
technology affordances, co-created practices-detached 
level, and co-created practices-communitas level. A 
research report (findings and analysis) was generated. 

Table 2. Themes for discursive legitimation strategies.
Themes Sub-themes Examples of Quotes

Authorisation Personal ‘I suggest setting to download overnight when fewer users are active’ ‘I signed up today for Deliveroo Plus, which is a 
monthly membership. So that is an option’ ‘I have tried the cable but actually it is very similar speed with wifi – no 
major issues so far – touch good’ ‘They say you can run on it online, but I haven’t been able to as you have to have at 
least 1 hand holding the bar. For me it’s more like uphill active walking’

Organisational ‘That should be on its way to the rightful owner now, we called the front desk’
Governmental ‘I mean the government. these policies aren’t random’

Rationalisation Benefits ‘Also Park n Shop on Deliveroo is very fast!’
Economic 

returns
‘If they lowered the price … the problem is that they can’t charge the “normal” price when things become “normal”’

Trustification Fairness ‘Just a small business with her mom so depends on how many you order, you can negotiate & pay her thru FPS or PayMe’ 
‘The value is good per bottle’ ‘Free online yoga and barre classes over the next few days’

Transparency ‘The front desk just admitted that the refrigerators are not cold enough to store food’ ‘They select smaller producers to 
offer smaller price’

Narrativisation Prior 
experiences

‘My experience is they’re generally in good spirits’

Past stories ‘re pizza, my dad always had a story about when he was in the Canadian air force’
Normalisation Ideal norms ‘I’ve been faithfully washing all the plastic containers that come w our meals … recycling … . these bogus oxo containers 

are not true biodegradable and can’t be recycled. In this case biodegradable means they will break into smaller pieces 
of *microplastic* so horrible for our environment’ ‘We’ve actually been limiting ourselves to only ordering in on 
weekends, because we’d probably get out of control otherwise’

Past norms ‘The reception will remind you to put it out’ ‘Are we really supposed to let the ventilation and related light in the 
bathroom turned on at all times? hate sleeping with lights on’
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For online communities, data may be triangulated using 
interviews or in-person data collection methods (Kozi
nets, 2010). However, due to lack of access and travel 
restrictions, investigator triangulation was done, 
whereas the researchers compared and settled on final 
themes. Examples of narratives are presented in the 
findings.

Findings and discussion

This section draws attention to the five discursive strat
egies that emerged from the analysis, namely: authoris
ation, rationalisation, trustification, narrativisation and 
normalisation. While there are five strategies, two are 
noted as means for resisting and delegitimising pro
posed claims: authorisation and normalisation. Particu
larly, normalisation was evident to a lesser extent in 
comparison to the other strategies. It emerged as a 
means to resisting claims that were rationalised.

The discussion incorporates the emergent aspects 
that associate with each strategy. The strategies and 
technology affordances represent discursive resources 
that were used as justifications to queries and contesta
tions regarding user-co-created practices. The analysis 
illustrates that co-created practices were intertwined 
with these discursive techniques, which resulted in an 
extended dialogue (see Figure 1). In this study, the prac
tices are associated with customer-to-customer co-cre
ation at the detached and communitas levels. 
Legitimation was evident to a lesser extent in relation 
to queries pertaining to group-related activities.

Authorisation

Authorisation refers to legitimation based on authority 
(Van Leeuwen, 2007). Feedback to user queries were 
accompanied by justifications based on various types 
of authorities. Discursive strategies were found in the 
form of personal authorisation, organisation authoris
ation and government authorisation. These authorities 
added credibility to user statements, as they served as 
a means of validating a proposed act. Co-created prac
tices were noted at the detached level as well as the 
communitas level. Tourists can occupy collaborative 
environments but seek to detach themselves from 
other individuals at particular times following the co- 
created practice (Rihova et al., 2015). The practices 
found in this online community included information 
gathering for consumption experiences, optimising con
textual experiences and implementing quarantine prac
tices. Each practice was associated with various types of 
authorisation.

Practices that users had less control of, such as quar
antine requirements, were often justified by referencing 
figures of authority. The members of the group asked 
numerous questions related to the quarantine experi
ence, as some aspects required them to carry out pro
cedures solo or in tandem with government 
representatives. In this case, legitimacy was being con
tested by multiple individuals with co-creation not 
being limited to solely a sender and receiver. In response 
to legitimacy threats, individual narratives incorporated 
external uniform resource locators (URLs), which were 
technology affordances that enhanced the soundness 
of the claim. This was a sign of legitimacy being 
sought through a variety of symbolic forms of communi
cation. Indeed, not all links were seen as valid, as shown 
by this response regarding a service provider: ‘when I 
click on a (the) hyperlink of an item it takes me to the 
read me page’. The practice of incorporating links to 
well-cited external media sources enhanced some narra
tives, as they served as tools of legitimacy: 

This article contains one interview with a named govern
ment official. https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/ 
health-environment/article/3145839/who-can-skip-quar 
antine-hong-kong-closer-look.

Specifically mentioning government officials in news 
media was important, as some members acknowledged 
that the media can be a source of unreliable information, 
which gave rise to instances of discrediting media val
idity. Government material is used to support user 
responses, which are well-received by the online users. 
This is because government material is a type of genre 
that is regarded as a well-established discourse on 
national safety matters (Yates & Orlikowski, 2002). 
While practices initiated by the government were 
widely promoted by service providers, these businesses 
were not acknowledged as the authority in order to 
legitimise queries associated with quarantine practices.

Practices in which users sought advice to optimise 
their in-house experiences were points of contestation, 
which saw guests employing two types of discursive 
practices: organisational and personal. For instance, a 
user requested contact details for a pharmacy to deal 
with a health matter they were experiencing. Members 
responded by sharing contact cards of possible service 
providers in the chat area. The user judged two sugges
tions as unsatisfactory, as they doubted the capabilities 
of the suggested businesses: ‘I need a real pharmacy’ 
as many Hong Kong outlets operate as retailers of 
health supplements or beauty products, rather than 
medical-based pharmacies. Here, the individual 
behaved in a more evaluative manner and casted their 
own judgment of the organisations, as seen in the 
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case of Hakala et al. (2017). This was a sign of a construc
tive interaction, which is often not seen in the co-cre
ation process. Users in the online community exercised 
their agency by questioning some of the proposed nar
ratives for delegitimising claims.

Individuals connected their social identities with 
statements such as ‘I’m a positive person’ and ‘I work 
for’. This added credibility to their narratives and percep
tions of them being rational and trustworthy, which is 
also evident in research by Zhou (2011) and Glozer 
et al. (2019). These narratives illustrate how consumers 
can occupy multiple subject positions when compared 
to businesses. Their connections were expected to 
improve the acceptance of their feedback by others. 
Terms are often drawn on to resist organisational auth
orities, which is not usually the case within environ
ments with collective identities, such as this online 
community for ‘Nina Inmates’ (Ananda & Fatanti, 2021). 
The community provided a space for users to express 
themselves, as there were emotions of anger and 
disgust among the members stemming from the 
COVID-19 pandemic, similar to other online travel com
munities (Hao et al., 2022).

Personal authorisation arose in instances wherein 
users desired advice on consumption experiences. Tra
vellers can be presented with a range of options based 
on recommendations from online users, resulting in 
information overload (Jones et al., 2004). Travellers 
gained clarity with regard to their queries in these 
cases, as users drew gave personal testimonies and 
reviews regarding service providers to justify their 
choice for purchasing particular products from preferred 
suppliers. Personal authorisation contributed to legiti
mation processes by establishing the credibility of the 
products in question. User responses were accompanied 
by a link for enabling immediate, direct connectivity to 
products: ‘For the wine or bubbles cravings I found  
https://winest.hk/’. Individuals posted photos of their 
rooms and meals to signal the validity of their claims 
as there was need for validating actions for users who 

had not arrived at the destination yet but were 
members of the group. Users were actively engaged in 
gaining legitimacy through different forms of communi
cation (Phillips et al., 2004).

The discussion above highlighted co-created experi
ences at the detached level. Users typically engage in 
practices that establish a sense of belonging or we- 
ness, namely customer-to-customer co-created practices 
at the communitas level (Rihova et al., 2015). This online 
community was participant-driven; hence, individuals 
offered their time and expertise to shape the online 
environment. Many of the occurrences regarding the 
setup of the platform were justified based on personal 
authorisation. This strategy is favourable in instances 
where there is little accountability and responsibility: 

Post #700: Can we put this link in the group description?

Post #701: I think that would be the best idea.

Individuals engaged in activities for the development of 
the online travel community, which is a novel occur
rence within the tourism context. In the absence of a 
guide on how to develop the group, individuals 
exchanged ideas in brainstorming discussions and pre
sented their arguments accordingly based on personal 
authorisation. Users were engaged in an interactive 
process of critiquing and sharing ideas to positively con
tribute to solving issues being experienced by members 
of the community (Wood & Gray, 1991). As a result, the 
legitimation process online provided an opportunity 
for co-creation to stand out as a form of deep and con
structive engagement.

Rationalisation

Rationalisation refers to legitimation based on useful
ness (Van Leeuwen, 2007). It is used as a strategy to 
enhance the credibility of offline and online experiences 
for travellers. In this study, offline experiences were 
found at the detached level when users posed questions 
regarding a variety of shopping experiences. Online 

Figure 1. Discursive legitimacy for co-creating online.
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experiences were created at the communitas level, 
which focused on users engaging in activities to 
develop user experiences. These co-created practices 
were associated with two types of rationalisation – 
benefits and economic returns. Online communities 
are known to be environments that provide a wealth 
of information that can aid users in creating plans that 
would influence their shopping (consumption) experi
ences. Feedback on prior experiences with fast-moving 
consumer products has been found useful by travellers. 
User reviews were further accepted by others when they 
were able to emphasise the unique characteristics and 
benefits of the product, thereby enhancing its utility: 
‘Healthy Meal has less meat, more salads & less filling’, 
‘pumpkins strengthen the immune system with 
vitamin C & E, iron & folate. The way they cooked it 
means the nutrients are retained’. According to Hum
preys (2010), these judgments based on benefits can 
serve to validate consumption experiences. Some indi
viduals distanced themselves after further reflection 
and post experience, thereby illustrating that the legiti
mation process is continuous: ‘I was joking at some of 
the inmates saying that tonight healthy lunch box was 
too healthy’.

In some instances, users also provided responses to 
consumption queries that emphasised the capabilities 
of an organisation, which were also classified as 
benefits: ‘We used Market Place Super Market and they 
were super good. Their app (application) is well done’. 
Like Healthy Meal, the Market Place Super Market is 
not being assessed based on its conformity to insti
tutional structures. Follow-up responses by members 
of the community included affordances, such as emojis 
and reply-to options, hence, users incorporated a 
range of communicative texts (Phillips et al., 2004). 
These forms of communication enabled users to show 
their appreciation to members even days after the 
post was made. Ongoing discussions regarding the 
rationales given also presented moments of reflection 
for some users, as there were instances in which users 
shifted their view from an association with personal 
authorisation to rationalisation strategies that empha
sised the capabilities of the food provider. A collective 
voice is useful for enabling users to make more certain 
buying decisions.

Rationalisation based on benefits was also evident in 
community-based activities. The online community 
lacked structure and rules. Therefore, there was often 
little certainty on how to proceed with the development 
of user experiences. For instance, a member inquired 
whether they could change how data were presented 
in one of the group documents that housed items 
being shared among members of the community 

when inmates checked out. The rationale for the individ
ual suggestion was based on maintaining aesthetics of 
the document layout: 

Post #340: Can we not add room numbers please 
because then people will need to add confirmation 
numbers as well and it will get very messy. Just 
message each other privately.

While some users placed significant emphasis on aes
thetics, others legitimised their knowledge claims by 
referring to economic returns. This strategy emerged 
during periods of ongoing deliberation by members. 
According to management scholar, Elsbach (1994), 
individuals are called upon to manage legitimacy in 
response to threats to initial user responses. This is 
unlike organisations who manage legitimacy in prep
aration for threats. In the online community, there 
were brainstorming sessions regarding the operations 
of facilities and their effects on consumers. Many of 
the deliberations focused on price, which is a vital 
aspect of consumer buying behaviour (Pappas et al.,  
2016): ‘I did a bit of price comparison some time 
ago, and Deliveroo was more expensive’. Although 
this was a point of concern, which service providers 
could consider, users were also understanding of 
the financial challenges that businesses may 
encounter: 

Post #288: If they lowered the price … the problem is 
that they can’t charge the ‘normal’ price when things 
become ‘normal’.

Post #290: Definitely worth the investment.

Post #295: The amount of testing and associated costs is 
bonkers also.

The use of numbers is a means of legitimation, although 
calculations are usually not explained. There is a high 
degree of trust in one’s narratives when numbers are 
presented since they represent reliability (Yates & Orli
kowshi, 2002). This above made point contributes to 
the perception of suppliers as being competitive provi
ders. The findings revealed an instance of user resistance 
to accepting the challenges of high costs. Some guests 
distanced themselves from perusing offerings from 
external service providers thereby illustrating that the 
online co-creation process can be contested. Individuals 
noted that they were sticking to their past and ideal 
norms (normalisation), which is an addition to current 
studies on the types of rhetorical subversion strategies 
(Middleton et al., 2021): ‘We’ve actually been limiting 
ourselves to only ordering in on weekends, because 
we’d probably get out of control otherwise’. The posts 
convey a sense of saneness on the part of the individual 
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since they were acting in accordance to the modus oper
andi to remain being in control. In this regard, the indi
vidual made normative appeals, which signifies an 
individual’s conformity to norms, which is also evident 
in the case of business research (Gustafson & Pomir
leanu, 2021).

Trustification

Some users were interested in garnering deeper 
insights regarding the nature of the stakeholders. At 
this point, discursive strategies associated with trustifi
cation were most apparent. While previous studies 
note honesty, benevolence and competence as the 
dominant traits of trust in online travel communities 
(Casalo et al., 2011), two novel forms of trustification 
were found in this study: fairness and transparency. 
Fairness was also evident in the case of Korkeamaki 
and Kohtamaki (2020).

Narratives that drew on these types of discursive 
legitimacies served to add credibility to stakeholders, 
specifically service providers, for queries related to co- 
creating experiences at the detached and communitas 
levels. For instance, travellers raised questions regarding 
where to shop and were responded to with recommen
dations of possible online suppliers. Feedback would 
emphasise that individuals have the opportunity to exer
cise agency through negotiating with service providers 
directly in order to receive fair considerations: ‘Just a 
small business with her mom, so it depends on how 
many you order; you can negotiate & pay her through 
FPS or PayMe’. When direct contact with a supplier 
was not possible, users shared the supplier’s website 
link (technology affordance) alongside background 
information to verify the supplier’s status. Verbal narra
tives can still draw on institutional legitimacy as noted 
in management research (Elsbach, 1994). However, 
here, the users’ verbal account (URL and perception) 
precede reference to the businesses’ normative 
procedures: 

‘Hello ###name### here. Usually for wine I order there:  
http://www.hkwineguild.com bottle starts around 
120HKD (Hong Kong Dollars) and are good. They 
select smaller producers to offer smaller price’.

This online community had a mechanism of influence to 
solicit support for business-related challenges (Vaara & 
Monin, 2010), which often resulted in changes in the 
responses and managerial practice of the service provi
ders. Individuals were empowered to engage in dialo
gue with authorities, as they were supported by a 
collective voice online (Eriksen, 2005). An open and 
honest communication with the service provider 

contributed to them being perceived as being transpar
ent in their operations. Indeed, texts can shape how one 
is perceived (Phillips et al., 2004). The hotel was per
ceived as responsive, caring, and supportive and this 
developed their image and online reputation dramati
cally. Thus, the members were confident in the rec
ommendations of the establishment due to the level 
of transparency and the ranking of the hotel was 
raised on TripAdvisor. This finding was contrary to 
Essamri et al.’s (2019) study that found cognitive strat
egies employed in online communities as the means 
to give credibility to corporate entities.

Narrativisation

Narrativisation refers to stories that reward the individ
ual for maintaining legitimacy in social practices (Van 
Leeuwen, 2007). This technique is common in destina
tion marketing and is done based on creating stories 
that closely relates to one’s self (Miralbell et al., 2013). 
This is also the case with the members of the online 
travel community. Two types of narrativisation: past 
stories and prior experiences. These strategies were 
evident at the detached and communitas levels. Narrati
visation was evident when individuals sought advice on 
quarantine experiences, as noted below. Like Vaara 
(2014), the technique was drawn on as a means of 
offering a compelling story that may facilitate or 
hinder an action: 

Post # 311: OK so we have had people high five other 
people on their floor as they exited and not a problem 
because only people’s arms exited the room. I would 
not recommend this.

Post #312: I just wouldn’t. Quarantine camp is not fun.

Post #316: Sorry to hear this. The only story I recall is 
about these two brothers throwing bags of chips 
across the hall.

Users also valued narratives that focused on members’ 
experiences of the past. For instance, one guest 
employed the narrativisation technique when asked 
the type of food to order: 

Post #52: re pizza, my dad always had a story about 
when he was in the Canadian air force in the 1950s 
and they were delivering a plane they had overhauled 
to some NATO base in Greece or something, and they 
stopped in Naples. He and the other crewmen went 
out to eat dinner and they found a pizza place where 
they were tossing crusts in the air and there were 
wood fired ovens and jugs of wine and so forth. he 
loved it and then when we went back to Canada, he 
was trying to tell people about the pizza in Naples and 
they were like ‘What the hell are you talking about? 
That’s crazy!’
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Users would continue to seek further validation to have 
more deep interactions with the storytellers, which 
further illustrated how online dialogue contributes to 
more engaging and constructive means of co-creation. 
Media files were normally shared within the community. 
Pfeffer and Salanick (1978) propose that legitimacy is 
acquired when there is endorsement by the audience 
through sharing of positive statements, which is the 
case of this online community: ‘I can definitely under
stand your father’, ‘That seems reasonable’, ‘Fair 
enough’. These statements also help to shape users’ per
ception of the individual (online users’ dad). However, it 
remained unclear as to how much this influenced people 
to purchase the product as there were no follow-up 
messages indicating such.

Members drew on past experiences not only to 
influence others (Vaara et al., 2006) but to allow individ
uals to imagine how the experience was developed in 
order to enable an increased sense of belonging. One 
user shared their memories of developments that 
occurred during the early times of creating the online 
community. They told new members that developing 
the databases had incorporated procedures in which 
individuals had to note their name and the flag of 
their country of origin: ‘funny story – when the group 
was created – it was always name and flag’.

Discussion

Legitimacy is noted as being a key aspect shaping co- 
creation, however, it is yet to be acknowledged in 
tourism. Traditional approaches in tourism are centred 
on examining legitimacy at the macro level, such as 
organisations and business executives. Yet, influence at 
the micro level has been increasing since the develop
ment and adoption of technologies (Blanco-González 
et al., 2021). This study has drawn attention to the 
micro-level practices of establishing legitimacy, resulting 
in proposing a novel conceptualisation in tourism: dis
cursive legitimacy (see Figure 2).

This research shows that legitimacy can be mani
fested online and specifically in online communities. 
Within this environment, legitimacy is not based on 
one’s association to an organisation or their identity. It 
is centred on the narratives that are expressed by 
members of the online community (Vaara & Tienari,  
2008). Unlike the dominant institutional view of legiti
macy, this paper shows that discursive legitimacy is a 
condition whereas individuals and organisations have 
to be involved in an ongoing process of creating and 
recreating legitimacy by interacting with all stakeholders 
and drawing on one or more discursive legitimacy strat
egies and resources. Five discursive strategies can be 

drawn on to legitimate or delegitimate proposed co-cre
ation practices in tourism: authorisation, rationalisation, 
trustification, normalisation and narrativisation. Not all 
queries are legitimised while some warrant the use of 
more than one strategy. In some cases, members of 
the community issued responses that were deemed 
acceptable by drawing on technology affordances as 
discursive resources to further validate claims such as 
external content via URLs, photos and contact cards 
posting. Online environments are not easily accepted 
as environments for exchange when compared to 
brick-and-mortar businesses that are underpinned by 
historical data. Hence, there is need for legitimacy build
ing for co-creation.

Customers are positioned as active stakeholders 
engaged in ongoing dialogue of evaluating value 
propositions. Hence, businesses should be aware of 
increasing social power that online customers 
possess. Digital marketing experts can suggest strat
egies to their contracted influencers or receive train
ing on how to influence individuals online. This can 
improve their social and digital marketing skills and 
knowledge on content curation, which is vital for 
real-time co-creation (Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019). Entities 
mainly focus on storytelling for content curation. 
Based on the findings of this study, narrativisation is 
only one of the many strategies that is necessary 
for online dialogue (Miralbell et al., 2013). For 
instance, an online post telling travellers how to act 
during quarantine will draw on an authorisation strat
egy when compared to a post recommending suppli
ers that they can purchase from, which may 
necessitate drawing instead on trustification narra
tives. Businesses are increasingly turning to individuals 
to host social media takeovers, that is, transferring 
privileges of using online accounts to customers. 
Based on this, it is useful for users to be familiar 
with some of the strategies they can employ for 
addressing issues in real-time and building useful 
online communities.

Travellers’ co-created experiences are ongoing and 
cyclical and legitimacy is seen as a fluid, interactive 
process. Narratives related to communitas C2C co- 
created practices encountered less deliberations in 
comparison to those at the detached level. Individuals 
exercise greater care when taking suggestions regard
ing their detached practices in comparison to those at 
the communitas level. This can result in individual 
resistance to even organisational and government 
authorities. While value is perceived to be subjective 
in this regard, it is influenced by the legitimation 
process exercised collectively (Hakala et al., 2017). 
Individuals’ realities are determined based on the 
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information that is readily available within the group. 
Customers’ actions are determined by and restricted 
to the claims made by users. Legitimation forms 
part of the social system that influences the value 
co-creation process (Edvardsson et al., 2011).

Conclusion

This research explores how users gained legitimacy 
online in tourism based on discursive legitimacy. Find
ings reveal the five discursive legitimation strategies 
used to legitimate or delegitimate proposed co-creation 
practices in tourism, namely: authorisation, rationalis
ation, trustification, normalisation and narrativisation. 
The results provide an understanding of how the 
members of an online community influence others. 
The findings illustrate the discursive legitimation strat
egies employed by customers in response to two co- 
created practices (detached and communitas). In cases 
where individuals employed more than one strategy, 
users drew on affordances to support narratives. The 
study unravelled the core aspects of the discursive legit
imation process, namely technology affordances, online 
community co-created practices and legitimation 
strategies.

The research has several theoretical implications and 
contributes to the literature in multiple ways. The study 
introduced and illustrated legitimacy from a discursive 
perspective. It examined how discursive legitimacy can 
emerge in technology and tourism contexts. Previous 
studies have also mainly focused on exploring moral 
legitimacy within the sharing economy. The above men
tioned five types of discursive legitimation strategies 
excluding moralisation differ from the functionalist and 
institutional approaches taken to explore legitimacy in 
tourism settings (Suchman, 1995). This study illustrates 
those affordances alongside the strategies as core com
ponents in the dialogic aspects for co-creation. Previous 
research view legitimacy as an organisational, top-down 
approach but this study highlights that it is dependent 
on multiple individuals who are a part of a collective 
group. It is also an actively engaging approach as it 
arises in times of contestations and reliant on verbal 
explanations. During these interactions, individuals 
may contribute to the social construction of organis
ational legitimacy or the acceptance of an individual.

The research illustrated the importance of legitimacy 
for co-creating experiences in online travel communities. 
Previous studies on value co-creation in tourism and 
further afield have acknowledged value co-creation as 

Figure 2. Discursive legitimacy for online customer to customer (C2C) online travel communities co-creation.
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being shaped by social structures. However, legitimacy 
has not been focused on in tourism. This study 
showed that legitimacy is associated with co-creation. 
Co-creation helps to overcome (il)legitimacy concerns 
as online users engage to legitimise propositions, 
hinder actions and provide resources while having a col
lective identity that is favourable. Detached and commu
nitas co-created practices are tied to these discursive 
strategies. While previous studies on management 
have researched the discursive legitimacy strategies 
employed online mainly by organisations, this study 
illustrated those adopted by customers. The research 
provides also novel insights for business and manage
ment scholars through improving Van Van Leeuwen 
and Wodak’s (1999) widely cited typologies by removing 
moralisation, introducing trustification as a strategy, co- 
created tourism experiences, technology affordances 
and resistance techniques during dialogue. The research 
emphasised that an online community is not only a 
space for sharing information but also an environment 
for legitimising stakeholders, products and practices.

The research also provides practical implications for 
practitioners and travellers. The study illustrates how tra
vellers and influencers can engage more actively with 
users online in light of challenges, such as misinfo
demics. Trust concerns regarding the identification of 
legitimate online users as fake user profiles and robots 
have proliferated (Suchacka & Iwanski, 2020). Findings 
provide consumers with information on the various 
strategies and affordances used for constructive 
human interactions online. Hospitality and tourism 
executives should be aware of the strategies that can 
be employed to strengthen their legitimacy, when 
acting as moderators or outsourcing online communities 
to individuals. Practitioners such as marketing execu
tives, who struggle to remain in control in a digitised 
world, can craft communication strategies that are 
geared towards these users. Representatives can also 
take part in online communities and draw on discursive 
legitimation strategies to convince users to take actions 
that can enhance their travel experiences. Technology 
designers can consider the key aspects of the dialogic 
process to improve the layout and features of online 
communities. Gargaglia (2022) noted that ‘online com
munities are the future’. Therefore, businesses are 
urged to take advantage of them in the post-pandemic 
era. They should create platforms for target marketing or 
engaging in partnerships. Destination management 
organisations can share information on destination web
sites of how travellers can use online travel communities 
more securely.

The research inevitably has a few limitations. While 
the research concentrated on discursive legitimacy at 

the micro level, it did not consider the social and insti
tutional elements that guide users’ narratives. It exam
ined a specific online community within a set time 
period. Consideration can be given for exploring how 
fake news on social media is established in the tourism 
context. The research was based on a single case 
study. Hence, the findings are only generalisable to 
similar contexts. Discursive legitimacy also overlooks 
the view that legitimacy can be based on the percep
tions of individuals. Hence, future research can draw 
on the latter view for further exploration.

Nonetheless, this research can serve as a starting 
point for understanding discursive legitimacy in virtual 
environments. Based on the link between discursive 
strategies and co-creation, scholars can further dis
tinguish between legitimate and illegitimate in other 
technology-based contexts and operationalise the 
concept of dialogue, as it is a core antecedent of co-cre
ation. Future studies can conceptualise dialogic inter
actions within co-created contexts. Research can 
examine how organisations and micro-entrepreneurs, 
such as sharing economy service providers, draw on 
these strategies to promote products online as well as 
increase support for stakeholders.
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