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Preface & Acknowledgements


The 4th International Student Conference in Tourism Research (ISCONTOUR) was held at the campus of the IMC University of Applied Sciences, Krems, Austria, on May 23-24, 2016. The annual ISCONTOUR was collaboratively founded by Christian Maurer, Professor at IMC University of Applied Sciences Krems, Austria, and Roman Egger, Professor at Salzburg University of Applied Sciences, Austria. Therefore, the conference is alternately held at both venues.


The aim of ISCONTOUR is to provide international students and graduates of Bachelor and Master programmes with a platform where they can submit and present tourism related research papers based on their approved Bachelor- and Master-theses. In particular, ISCONTOUR strives to encourage students and graduates to engage in academic research and foster the knowledge transfer between academic education institutions and the tourism industry. The first day of ISCONTOUR starts with a half-day Research Methodology Workshop, the submitted research papers will be presented on the second conference day. In total 30 full research papers by more than 50 authors from 19 different countries were submitted to ISCONTOUR 2016. Each submission went through a thorough double blind review process with at least two members of the ISCONTOUR 2016 Research Programme Committee assigned as reviewers. The authors then received the comments of the reviewers and had to revise the papers accordingly. Only papers of authors who adhered to this process were accepted for the conference. As a result, 27 full research papers were accepted for presentation at the conference and are included in these proceedings. The conference covered a wide variety of topics, ranging from social media, consumer behavior, sharing economy, mobile tourism, sustainable tourism, information and communication technologies, and destination management. This does not only indicate the variety of the tourism system, but also how relevant and impactful applied research projects conducted by students and graduates can be for the further developments in tourism in particular and the society in general. We hope these proceedings will serve as a valuable source of information on applied tourism research for students, scholars and practitioners.


Above all, we want to thank all authors who submitted their papers for the conference. We further appreciate the considerable time put in by all members of the ISCONTOUR 2016 Research Programme Committee who helped us to ensure that the content of the research papers was of high quality. We are also grateful for the support we receive from the management board, rectorate and colleagues of both the IMC University of Applied Sciences Krems as well as the Salzburg University of Applied Sciences. We are also indebted to the conference keynote speaker, Melanie Smith, and to the research workshop presenters Stephanie Tischler, Inga Carboni, Barbara Neuhofer and Claus Ebster. Last but not least, we want to express our gratitude to the sponsors and supporters of ISCONTOUR 2016, namely Donau Niederösterreich Tourismus GmbH, Urlaub am Bauernhof, International Federation for IT and Travel & Tourism (IFITT), Niederösterreich Tourismus GmbH, Convention Bureau Niederösterreich, Semantic Technology Institute Innsbruck (STI), SonnentorWeinkellerei Lenz Moser and Sonnentor. We hope that ISCONTOUR will continue to establish an international community that motivates more students and graduates to engage in applied research and submit papers to ISCONTOUR 2017.
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Abstract


This paper will focus on the way in which wellness is increasingly being used as a label to sell products and services, whether they are really part of the health (tourism) industry or not. In much the same way as the ‘eco’ label was applied extensively in the 2000s, wellness is often over-used to make products and services seem more attractive, and to boost or inflate tourism statistics. In most countries, wellness tourism (if it is defined relatively narrowly) only constitutes between 3 and 12% of a country’s tourism. On the other hand, if broad definitions are applied, it can appear to be a far bigger segment than it really is. It is suggested in this paper that wellness and wellness tourism should be defined relatively narrowly in accordance with Smith and Puczkó’s (2009, 2013) definitions. Secondly, it is advocated that wellness tourism should be more closely aligned with health-enhancing activities and treatments which are evidence-based in some way. Research such as the TOHWS (2015) shows that visitors to spas, wellness and medical facilities are becoming more and more interested in natural and local resources, especially those which can provide evidence to prove their benefits for health.
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1 INTRODUCTION


This paper examines the way in which ‘wellness’ is increasingly being applied to products and services, including tourism, even where there is arguably no real connection to the health (tourism) sector. This includes cars, washing machines, household cleaning products, and more besides. This process could be referred to as ‘wellness-washing’ which is used in much the same way as ‘green-washing’ was in the 2000s, where the ‘eco’ label, was applied to multiple products and services whether they were truly eco or green or not. The problems of over-applying the term wellness can result in a loss of meaning, consumer deception and confusion, over-inflation of statistics, and possible over-estimation of the market resulting in supply outstripping demand. Although the Global Wellness Institute (GWS, 2015) report suggests that wellness and wellness tourism are billion, even trillion dollar industries, Smith and Puczkó (2013) urge considerable caution when defining both wellness and wellness tourism. Research by the Tourism Observatory for Health, Wellness and Spa (TOHWS, 2015) also suggests that spa, wellness and medical tourists are actually becoming more interested in evidence-based services and treatments, i.e. not just in the labels which are being applied to products and services, but in the proven benefits of the services themselves. This means that an evidence-based approach to health ideally needs to be injected (back) into wellness products and services in order to overcome the dilution and distortion of meaning.



2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND


Wellness has been defined in numerous ways and there is not one accepted definition of the term. One of the main problems is that the word has not existed for that long and is more like a compound word (i.e. a word created out of two other words such as wellbeing and fitness) rather than an established concept in the English language. Dunn (1961) was one of the first doctors to talk about a philosophy of ‘wellness’ but the term arguably did not become globally popular until the latter part of the 2000s. Wellness is not used in all languages (instead ‘health’ or ‘wellbeing’ may be used even though they are not synonymous), but it has increasingly become a global concept associated more with spas than with any other activity. A GSS (2011) report shows that 43% of spa industry stakeholders associate wellness tourism with visiting a spa. However, it is important to note that the spas in question are usually leisure-based, pampering or beauty spas, rather than the kinds of medical thermal baths that exist in Central and Eastern Europe, Russia or the Baltic States, for example.


The term wellness is often used to differentiate ‘well’ tourists from ‘ill’ ones. Hall (2013) defines medical tourism as usually being curative and for ill patients, whereas GSS (2011) define wellness tourism as being essentially undertaken by healthy people. Health tourism is often used synonymously with medical tourism by many governments (GSS, 2011) and is usually focused on people who have illnesses or need treatments (urgent or not). Wellness tourists, on the other hand, are healthy but may want to feel even better. This can include feeling rested, relaxed, reducing stress, looking and feeling rejuvenated, appearing younger or more beautiful. Voigt et al.’s (2011) definition takes into consideration beauty spa visitors, lifestyle resort visitors and spiritual retreat visitors: Müller and Kaufmann (2000) regarded wellness tourism as being a subset of health tourism, and distinguished between ‘cure’ (in German ‘kur’) tourists and those who seek more general wellness. This distinction is still quite valid, especially in countries offering healing based on natural resources (e.g. thermal waters, muds, climate).


However, wellness is increasingly being used to describe all kinds of experiences in tourism, including the re-labelling of sun-sea-sand holidays or rural tourism holidays. The Canary Islands, Madeira or the Caribbean have all at various times in recent years been promoted as ‘the world’s largest open air spa’ – but referring to their beaches. The term ‘wellbeing tourism’ is used in preference to ‘wellness tourism’ in Finland to make a differentiation between nature-based recreation and spa-based wellness experiences (Konu, Tuohino and Björk, 2013). Otherwise, all countryside holidays might easily end up being included in wellness tourism statistics. However, there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that reconnecting with nature can be very beneficial for health (e.g. Korpela, Borodulin, Neuvonen, Paronen and Tyrvalinen, 2014). Nature reduces symptoms associated with Nature Deficit Disorder, for example. Richard Louv (2005) wrote about Nature Deficit Disorder (NDD) in his book Last Child in the Woods in order to explain how society’s disconnection with nature is affecting today's children. He said that NDD is not a medical condition; but a description of the human costs of alienation from (lack of contact/connection with) nature. The symptoms include attention problems, obesity, anxiety, and depression. It can be partly caused by too much time spent indoors with TV, computers and mobile phones. In another book, The Nature Principle, Louv (2012:82) describes how "reconnection to the natural world is fundamental to human wellbeing.” Promoting nature as a health or wellness tourism product is acceptable as long as there is some evidence to suggest that healing properties of certain activities exist (e.g. forest therapy).


The inflation of statistics in the tourism industry is widespread, but care must be taken that the total statistics actually add up to 100%! If wellness tourism is estimated too highly, then its share of the total tourism market of a country can become very distorted. This might result in over-enthusiastic expectations of demand and profit, and the construction of too many spa and wellness facilities. It can be challenging to continuously develop and maintain high quality wellness tourism facilities. Even Austria, which was considered to be the leading destination for wellness tourism in Europe for some time over-supplied its tourism industry with spa and wellness facilities (Smith and Puczkó, 2013) and is now struggling to keep up the quality and to invest constantly in quality improvements (IMTJ, 2015). It is notoriously hard to make spas profitable and many wellness hotels struggle with occupancy rates, therefore a more conservative estimate of numbers is needed. The Global Wellness Tourism Congress (2014) suggested that Europe is the number one destination in the world for wellness trips, with Germany, France, Austria, UK, Italy and Switzerland being the top six destinations. However, their definition of wellness tourism is quite broad and is defined as “all travel associated with enhancing one’s personal well-being”. Wellbeing is a much broader term than wellness, and is often used synonymously with quality of life to include most of the objective and subjective factors that make life satisfying, happy and fulfilling. All forms of tourism can arguably increase peoples’ sense of wellbeing for a time. Voigt et al. (2011) suggest that it is difficult to define or distinguish wellness travel as most tourism activities promote health and wellbeing in some way. Smith and Puczkó (2013) therefore argue that wellness tourism should be defined with the following limitations to avoid dilutions of meaning and inflation of demand and profit:




	In order to qualify as a wellness tourism experience, an active contribution has to be made to improving health in some way. Purely passive experiences like sunbathing should not be counted.


	Wellness tourists should be interested in long-term rather than short-term benefits of their experiences (i.e. programmes to take home that improve lifestyle).


	Rural tourism is not usually synonymous with wellness or health tourism, only if some nature-based therapy is the main focus (e.g. forest therapy, climatotherapy).


	Health enhancement should be a primary motivation for taking the trip. Just visiting a spa because there happens to be one in the destination should not count as wellness tourism.


	People who visit thermal baths because they are interested in the heritage are technically not wellness tourists.


	Not all tourists who stay in a spa and wellness hotel are wellness tourists, as their main motivation could be business, culture or shopping. They may not even visit the spa or wellness area!


	Doing or playing sport on holiday (e.g. tennis, swimming) does not mean that a person becomes a wellness tourist.





3 METHODOLOGY


The second part of this paper draws on some of the research that was undertaken by the Tourism Observatory for Health, Wellness and Spa, of which the author was one of the founding members. Data was collected in 2014 and published in 2015 (TOHWS, 2015) in order to identify the role tourism and tourists play at various spa and wellness facilities worldwide. Tourist preferences for certain products, services, treatments and packages were also identified from the responses. Data was collected from 17 different types of spa and wellness facilities from 56 countries. (e.g. including all kinds of spa, wellness hotels and retreats). An online questionnaire was distributed using an existing database of co-operating industry partner associations, chains and individual operators. Information was collected from three major demand segments: local customers, domestic tourists and international tourists.


4 RESULTS


Treatments remain the most important motivation for international spa and wellness guests. Location is also a relevant factor for international/foreign guests. There are relatively few differences between the three visitor groups when popular services were asked about. Massages were the most popular services on offer in wellness and spa facilities. International guests show an interest in medical services at wellness and spa facilities. Lifestyle-oriented services are also becoming popular. Services based on local resources and traditions were most important for foreign visitors, however, natural elements-based therapies (e.g. thermal water) were more important for domestic tourists followed by local visitors. This is often explained by the fact that international or foreign visitors tend to graviate towards and understand better global rather than local traditions (e.g. British tourists in Hungary are not often familiar with the domestic and local tradition of using medical thermal waters for healing and health reasons). However, overall, there is a clear shift in all three markets towards natural resources with proven impacts and evidence. These are the most important services, followed by complementary and alternative therapies.


5 IMPLICATIONS OF RESULTS FOR HEALTH AND WELLNESS TOURISM


The research suggests that an evidence-based approach to health and wellness tourism may be increasingly important when attracting visitors and tourists to spas and wellness facilities. The health dimension arguably needs to be emphasised much more in the promotion of wellness products and services in order to convince users of their benefits. The Global Wellness Institute has developed a section on its website devoted to evidence for wellness therapies. This includes most of the CAM (complementary and alternative medicine) modalities (GWI, 2015). Shivdasani (2012:31) believes “There will come a time when destination spas and alternative healing centers will have as much credibility as Western medicine,” and Schweder (2012: 30) discusses the fact that more and more people are questioning the validity of conventional Western medicine, and that substantial academic and scientific research is going into ancient wellness traditions. However, there is still scepticism in many medical circles about CAM therapies, thermal waters, climatotherapy and other forms of so-called ‘alternative’ therapies as it has not been proven conclusively that they have medical benefits. The sections below summarise some of the research that does exist, but also its limitations.


Fioravanti et al. (2011:6) stated with regard to evidence-based research on thermal waters that “This is the only way for Thermal Medicine to emerge from the restrictive environment of alternative or ‘‘miracle’’ therapies and free itself of the scepticism of many doctors and patients, gaining the scientific respect that it truly deserves”. In terms of the evidence base for balneology (medical water-based healing), over the past 30 years, several controlled research trials have tried to demonstrate the medical benefits of these treatments, but they are not accepted in all parts of the world. Gutenbrünner, Bender and Karagülle (2010) suggest that there is a lack of scientific evidence. One of the problems is that balneotherapy and climatotherapy are not used in all countries and some countries do not recognise any similar medical specialisation or qualification (e.g. UK, The Netherlands, Sweden, and Denmark). Implicit barriers are the lack of international accepted terms in the field, the restriction of being allowed to practise the activities only in specific settings, and the trend to use Balneotherapy mainly for wellness concepts (i.e. non-medical, short term). Examples include Speier’s (2011) research in the Czech Republic, which showed that packages were being shortened to a few days instead of weeks (treatments are often only beneficial after two or three weeks), and the inclusion of relaxation, beauty or anti-stress packages instead of medical ones. This suggests that the use of medical services for wellness purposes is starting to undermine their medical credibility. This effect will be further exacerbated if wellness loses its health or medical dimension altogether.


Although research is inconclusive or currently too limited to prove the medical benefits of thermal waters, they seem to be beneficial for back pain as well as other ailments and afflictions according to numerous trials, at least short-term e.g. Fioravanti et al. (2011) and Karagülle and Kargülle (2014). Orru, Übner and Orru (2011) discuss the use of muds, peat and peloids in healing, for example, several European countries such as Germany, Austria, Czech Republic, Hungary have long traditions of using balneological peat. In recent decades it has also been studied and used in Finland. The country most widely using peat for therapeutical purposes is Germany.


Ancient healing systems that have been used for thousands of years by various civilisations and which are widely used in spas and wellness are not always accepted as medically beneficial. One example is Ayurveda. Originating in India and with over 400,000 registered Ayurveda practitioners, the government of India has a formal structure to regulate its quality, education and practice (Patwardhan, 2014). Although the need for scientific evaluation of Ayurveda has been recognized for a long time, continuous research on safety, quality and efficacy of Ayurvedic drugs and procedures is needed. However, Patwardhan (2014) states that Ayurveda lags far behind in scientific evidence in quantity and quality of randomized controlled clinical trials (RCTs) and systematic reviews.


Fung and Linn (2015) discuss how Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) evolved as a system of medical practice from ancient China more than 2000 years ago based on empirical knowledge as well as theories and concepts which are yet to be mapped by scientific equivalents. However, despite the expanding TCM usage and the recognition of its therapeutic benefits worldwide, the lack of robust evidence from the evidence-based medicine perspective is hindering acceptance of TCM by the Western medicine community and its integration into mainstream healthcare.


Numerous studies have emerged in recent years that emphasise the health benefits of yoga. Several studies have been undertaken on the benefits of yoga for diabetes, multiple sclerosis, depression and anxiety, stress, hypertension, spinal pain, cancer, and many forms of chronic pain (e.g. Elwy et al., 2014). However, many of the studies are contradictory or inconclusive. They also do not usually include the spiritual benefits of yoga, which is one of the main reasons for doing it.


CAM (Complementary and Alternative Medicine) is often said to work by power of the placebo effect. However, studies report that over 65% of Japanese, 48.5% of Australian, 20–50% of European, the majority (80%) of the Chinese, and 42.1% of people from the United States (USA) used CAM in the past year (Bomar, 2013). It is often self-administered (e.g. via internet and health shops) and in many countries CAM practice is provided outside the national healthcare systems and practised by non-regulated personnel. The evidence-based is stronger for some forms of CAM (e.g. osteopathy, chiropracter) than others.


This section has shown that although there may be a desire on the part of consumers to experience treatments and therapies that are ‘evidence-based’, there is often a lack of medical evidence to prove conclusively that such treatments can have long-term health benefits. On the other hand, much of the wellness industry is operating based on the power of the ‘placebo’ effect (i.e. people believe that a treatment or therapy makes them feel healthier whether there is medical evidence for it or not). The TOHWS (2015) research showed that although tourists were most attracted by natural resources with proven impacts and evidence, these were followed in popularity by complementary and alternative therapies.


6 CONCLUSIONS


The wellness and wellness tourism industries are clearly growing in popularity globally, but the question still remains: to what extent? There has been a proliferation of spas and wellness hotels in recent years offering a combination of universally popular global services (e.g. massages, saunas), as well as more location-based treatments and therapies (e.g. thermal waters, muds). However, increasing competition makes it more and more difficult for businesses to maintain their quality and uniqueness. The desire to be the ‘Number One Destination for Wellness Tourism’ drives many countries to inflate their statistics and to overdevelop their facilities. Although wellness is a popular form of tourism, it still only represents a fraction of the whole tourism industry and is a far smaller segment than sun-sea-sand tourism, cultural tourism or rural tourism. One reason for this can be price. Wellness and spa facilities are notoriously expensive, especially if they are leisure-based, recreational facilities. Those that are funded by governments because they have medical healing waters may still attract low-income guests whose trip is wholly or partly funded by state insurance. On the other hand, in most countries, such funds are diminishing and spas are having to find their guests on the free market. This increases the competition for this (limited) segment further. Guests may also prefer to visit those facilities which can provide evidence for the benefits of their treatments and therapies. However, the wellness sector has a long way to go before the medical sector will take its alternative and complementary approach to health seriously, to accept that such services go beyond placebo effect, and to fund the research necessary to prove it. On the other hand, a significant (but smaller than usually estimated) number of tourists find wellness services to improve their happiness and wellbeing, at least in the short term. How far their long-term health can benefit is a moot point, but one which is worthy of further research.
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Abstract


The role of social media as the new governing force in shaping the landscape of public image management of organizations and products on the virtual space is undeniable. Tourist Information Centres, being organizations and their advertised destination information being their products, are not an exception. Social media may be applied as a communication platform, which enables opportunities to advertise and engage with the potential consumer, conduct marketing analysis and obtain feedback, build destination image and contribute in other ways to the activity of the organization. However, unavoidably, tourism information centres face challenges. Considering that, article aims to analyse, how tourist information centres can use social media as a communication platform, through analysis of Vilnius Tourist Information Centres social media account content and user engagement.


Keywords: social media, communication, tourism, tourist information centre


1 INTRODUCTION


Tourism is an ever-expanding and improving industry, according to World Travel and Tourism Council in 2013 tourism sectors “total contribution to the global economy rose to 9.5% of global GDP, not only outpacing the wider economy, but also growing faster than other significant sectors such as financial and business services, transport and manufacturing” (WTTC, 2014). Tourism industry has been revolutionized by Information and Communications Technology (ICT) (Buhalis and Law, 2008), Internet technology being the key contributor. Social media is one of tools enabling tourism sector organizations to maintain their competitiveness and tourist information centres to provide high quality services, this way building a positive image of the destination. Despite the subject of social media in the context of tourism not being a new research area and interest among researchers and practitioners growing constantly, the amount of academic work in this area is still underwhelming, according to Mar Isa and Alizedh (2015, p.176) there are “few researches in the specific field of use of social media by tourism organizations”.


The tourist information centres contribute to the building of the destinations image, in this context social media becomes an important communication platform, due to which tourist information centres may increase their exposure, improve their image and increase the quality of the customer service by adequately reacting to customer questions, needs, complaints and criticisms” (Toplu et al., 2014). Additionally, the tourist information centres are able to build networks and improve performance in other ways (Ngai et al., 2015). Social media provides a communication platform that enables simultaneous engagement with several stakeholders and a space for advertising destinations and public relations, which may benefit tourist information centres engaged in destination image building. However, there are still risks involved in adopting this platform for the mentioned activities, despite the positive opportunities and benefits provided by the social media.


To mitigate the risks, one of the main challenges being faced is how the tourist information centres should manage social media communication in order to build and maintain a positive destination image? Article aims to analyse, how tourist information centres can use social media as a communication platform. To begin with, the article will discuss the definition of social media, its functions, impact of social media on tourism sector and application prospects of social media tools in tourism industry, focusing on tourist information centres. Finally the article investigates and discusses Vilnius Tourist Information Centre’s usage of social media.


2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND


Definition of social media. The emergence of social media is a result of Web 2.0. According to Toplu et al. (2014), Web 2.0. includes interpersonal communication, information sharing and a user-focused design, these characteristics were not present in Web 1.0.; coincidentally, it is interpersonal communication and information sharing that make up the base of the social media. Hence, the definition of social media is usually similar to that by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 61), which defines social media as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allows the creation and exchange of user-generated content”. Another frequent social media definition is provided by Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 241) which states that “social media employs mobile and webbased technologies to create highly interactive platforms via which individuals and communities share, co-create, discuss and modify user-generated content”. In both cases definitions distinguish Web 2.0 technologies, user-generated content, interpersonal communication, and information sharing.


Kietzmann et al. (2011) state that, different social activities possess different functional traits: identity, conversations, sharing, presence, relationships, reputation, and groups. Different traits can be common to specific social media sites, e.g., Tripadviser is mainly about sharing and presence, but reputation and identity are as well as important. As stated by Paniaua and Sapena (2014), organizations can derive different benefits, such as social capital, customer’s revealed preferences, social marketing and social corporate networking, from social media activities. Performance can be improved and eased by social media in a variety of ways. According to Parveen et al.’s (2015) the social media provides a great deal of application possibilities like branding, promoting, conducting marketing research, obtaining referrals for their product and services, sharing and gathering information about their customers and competitors, having two-way communication with stakeholders, building a good customer relationship, reaching new customers and get opinions or feedback from the customers.


According to Kiral‘ova and Pavliceka (2015) research, objectives most frequently claimed for the social media campaigns in tourism sector can be summed up as follows: 1) adjusting the position of destination in the mind of visitors; 2) creating/increasing awareness of the destination; 3) increasing the count of email subscribers; 4) generating buzz around the destination; 5) achieving global publicity; 6) increasing the amount of visitors; 7) encouraging planning of the journey by the visitors; 8) reinforcing the destinations image as a favourite destination; 9) targeting new/specific market; 10) expanding the Facebook fan base; 11) bringing back the destination as a visitor favourite. Additionally social media provide “a beneficial communication channel during a crisis situation“ (Maiorescu, 2014, p. 1290).


According to Lexhagen et al’s (2013, p. 154) research “it is clear that social media influence the behaviour of tourists in their planning, purchasing, and post-consumption activities“, due to the abundance of information, research has become simpler and more accessible (Llodra-Riera et al, 2015). Munar et al (2013) defines three research streams for social media in tourism. The first stream is defined by exploratory research of social media sites and content. A second stream of research examines the relationship among social media, decision making, and information search. A third stream of research assumes a supply-oriented perspective, dealing with the challenges that tourist-generated content represent for destination marketing organizations and tourism firms (Munar et al, 2013).


Communication process. Before the rise of social media, the customers had little to no power, they were only passive receivers of branding or marketing communication messages that were aimed at shaping the image of destination, and the tourist information centres themselves had larger control over the messages communicated in the society (Norel et al, 2014). When using social media as communication platform, the content and communicated messages are not as controllable and manageable like in the traditional media (Aula, 2010). The tourist information centres have access to employ a variety of content types, for instance text, images, video, audio, or games (Ouirdi et al, 2014). The organizations share the created content with the social media users, who can comment, modify, share or in other ways use the content provided by the organization in turn generating user content on it. An organization can control its own created content; however, the control of user generated can be very complex, or even impossible. The communication of the tourist information centres, provided, or user generated content can be widely spread because according to Floreddu et al. (2014), the social media enables communication among several stakeholders at the same time.


According to Becker and Nobre (2014), because of social media, organization information sharing with the consumer has changed, especially control over the content, timing, and frequency. Hence, when shaping the image of the destination the tourist information centres must conform to different social media sites and manage it all the time by developing positive content (Dennis, 2013). Social media is a communication channel, that enables users to share various forms of information – ‘anything goes’ (Voloaca et al., 2011); therefore, the users can publish a lot of unbacked, negative, or in other ways unacceptable content about the tourist information centre or destination. In case of such issues it is recommended for the tourist information centres to produce positive responses, namely on that social media website (Zolkos, 2012).


Engagement in social media. According to Dijkmans et al. (2015), the term ‘engagement’ is defined in terms of a combination of cognitive aspects, behavioural aspects, and/or emotional aspects; hence, tourist information centres must attract, involve and influence user’s emotions. Even though most tourism sector organizations have had for a long time created profiles and used social media programs (e.g. blogs or Facebook), just possessing a profile in social media not enough –active engagement is necessary (Becker and Nobre, 2014). Tourist information centres can engage with users in various ways by responding to or producing questions, encouraging users to share travel experiences or content about the destination. The importance of social media engagement is emphasized by a lot of authors and practitioners, however, the engagement in the social media is a time-consuming activity, because social media must be offend monitored; therefore, it is necessary to check websites and respond (McEachern, 2011).


Diferrent communication strategy for different social media category. Social media is classified differently by several authors. According to Aula (2010), the social media consists of: 1) social networking sites (e.g. Academia.edu); 2) content production websites (e.g. Wikipedia); 3) video and photo sharing websites (e.g. DeviantArt); 4) virtual worlds (e.g. Second Life); 5) blogs. Also, 6) virtual game worlds (e.g. ArcheAge) were added Kapoor et al. (2013). According to Ouirdi et al. (2014), the social media is made up of the following categories: social networking sites, professional networking sites, blogs, micro-blogging services, video or picture sharing sites, social news and bookmarking, and forums. According to Bergh et al. (2011) there are three types of social media: 1) social networking sites; 2) content community sites; 3) social media platforms. Since there is a great wealth of various social media websites, performing different and distinct functions tourist information centres are forced to adapt to or even leverage these differences. Table 1 provides possible applications for tourist information centre of various abilities of social media sites.


Table 1. Applications of various social media abilities for tourist information centre








	Social media category

	Application

	Type of content

	Websites examples






	Social Networks

	The tourist information centre can have its own accounts in various social networks, where it could publish information. Each social network possesses distinct functions, therefore it is sensible to utilize them. For instance, content on Facebook can employ the use of hashtags, global positioning, maps, event planning etc. The tourist information centre may engage with users – ask and answer questions, discuss news or in other way engage.

	Text Images Video Audio Games

	Facebook LinkedIn Google+ ScienceStage






	Social Travel Networks

	Allows travellers to exchange information with each other before, during and after the trip. The tourist information centre may engage with users and increase the awareness of the destination and improving its image. In social travel networks the tourist information centre may gather information about customers, their needs, experiences and opinions, which would allow better understanding customer behaviour and improving activities.

	Text Images Video

	Tripadviser Couch Surfing Travellerspoint TravBuddy.com







	Blog Networks and Microblogging

	Discussion or informational sites published on the World Wide Web. The tourist information centre can create blog or microblog account and share information, news or travel tips about the destination. Also, the tourist information centre may engage with other blogs or microblogging records, or obtain feedback about the destination.

	Text Images

	Tumblr Twitter Open Diary






	Photo and Video Sharing

	The tourist information centre and users can upload and comment on photos or videos. Different websites possess distinct functions, hence, taking into account the uniqueness of every website, it seems sensible to upload videos and images contributing to destination iamge. A very good example of photo sharing in social media is the advertising in social media campaign “It‘s More Fun in the Philippines“.

	Images Video

	Pinterest Instagram YouTube Vine Snapchat






	Lifecasting

	Continual broadcast of events. The tourist

	Video

	Periscope






	or Podcasting

	
information centre has the ability to generate video or audio content. Usages of such type social media websites complicates the process of engaging with the users; however it is an excellent platform for attractively communicating information or publish new events.

	Audio

	Livestream iTunes SoundCloud







	Contentdriven Communities

	Web applications which allow people to add, modify, or delete content in collaboration with others. The tourist information centre may expand the information about itself and the destination by using several languages. This way, realistic information about the organization and the destination could be provided.

	Text Images

	Wikipedia
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The tourist information centres in order to develop a positive destination image should generate and share positive content, additionally when attaining this goal it is recommended to possess and maintain a social media policy (Neill and Moody, 2014). Social media policy would enable the employees to understand the guidelines for content to be shared by the tourist information centres: how the negativity should be engaged, how to deal with complaints or engage other consumer comments as well as how to create and share positive and professional content. It is critical practice for every organization, regardless whether it is a tourism sector organization or tourist information centre, to have a social media policy. According to Wright (2013), the organizations need a social media policy because employees are using social media in their private lives and they need guidelines to protect their, organizations and destinations image. It is as well very important not only to have a social media policy but also to train the employees to follow it.


Summing up, social media is a group of Internet-based applications that are a result of Web 2.0 technology; these applications are known for enabling interpersonal communication, content generation and sharing. Social media as communication channel is important to tourism and destination image building, because about 42% of Facebook users share the information about where they travel and about 60% take online opinions into consideration when making their travel decisions (Costin, 2013). Social media has changed how people research trips, make decisions and share experiences.


3 METHODOLOGY


Presented in this chapter is the methodology for investigation of Vilnius Tourist Information Centre’s (VTIC) usage of social media. Such investigation was chosen because, according to Dijkmans et al. (2015), most researches on social media cover the effect of online reviews for customers, and only few focus on the effect of the activities of organization in social media. In this case, the emphasis will be on the activities of VTIC in the social media websites. This investigation should provide a better insight on the current state of the VTIC practises in social media and enable future development of more elaborate models and engagement techniques. Such developments are useful if future research on this subject will be commenced. During the investigation, evaluation of the organization performance with regards to content management (social media account content is analysed), the social media engagement with consumer (analysis of consumer behaviour and organizations response) are performed. In addition to supplementing the existing theoretical knowledge, such investigations, contribute to the effectiveness of social media management in organizations – focusing on the observed mistakes, challenges, opportunities etc.


Method of investigation. Investigation employs quantitative and qualitative content analyses for the collected data. Qualitative content analysis was used to perform the analysis of information obtained from VTIC accounts on the social media websites. The messages that VTIC publish on social media websites consist of text based and image based material. The qualitative content analysis of the textual and visual items was used following the four step performance: 1) identifying the manifest categories while referring to the ‘key’ words; 2) dividing the content of categories into subcategories; 3) identifying intersecting elements in the category/subcategory contents; 4) interpreting the content data (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The qualitative content analysis was used in an attempt to comprehend the nature of communication practises on official VTIC accounts in social media websites Facebook, Instagram, Youtube and Flickr.


An approach allowing examination of images on popular social websites to was chosen for the visual content analysis. Visual analysis considers arrangement, contrast, emphasis, size, colour, and other significant elements of the used images (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). However, more emphasis was placed on the visual than the verbal codes because these are thought to possess a greater impact on the consumers of the suggested products and services (Hodge and Tripp, 1986). A tool for textual analysis, developed by Janks’s (2005) was used to examine the language of the social websites. The utilisation of this approach enables examination of the significant elements in the presented text, while focusing on the specific linguistic selections, their arrangement, layout, usage of pronouns, and style of the language.


Quantitative content analysis was used in an attempt to understand the quantitative data of the types of information provision and their possible changes since 2006 to 2015 through communication with consumers. The statistical analysis method determining percentage expression of various characteristics was used when analysing quantitative data.


Size of the investigation sample. VTIC was chosen for this investigation because this organization represents Vilnius as a sightseeing destination in Lithuania and abroad. VTIC must be explicitly interested in their image and means for building it (like social media), because tourism products are not primarily necessity goods, which makes the image of the destination one of the main criterion influencing the consumer’s choice. 4 social media websites were chosen for the investigation – facebook, instagram, youtube and flickr, because VTIC possesses official accounts in all of the mentioned websites:


1. Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/VilniusTourism;


2. Instagram - https://www.instagram.com/vilniustourism/;


3. Youtube - https://www.youtube.com/user/VilniusTIC;


4. Flickr - https://www.flickr.com/photos/vilniustourism/.


Organization does not possess official accounts on other social media websites.


Proceedings of the investigation. The data for investigation has been collected since 2016 January 2 till January 5, the VTIC posts from various social media websites were obtained. The collected data are provided in Table 2.
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Table 2. Vilnius Tourist Information Centre official social media accounts data according to item type





It is clear from the provided table that VTIC has been utilizing social media tools. The activity of more popular social media accounts (Facebook, Instagram) has been increasing over the five year period. This observation suggests that the organization received some form of feedback from the audience, which most likely provided it with incentive to increase the scope of its social media activities.


4 RESULTS


A Content analysis of the data (posted on VTIC official social media accounts) was divided into two parts. Firstly, the text material of posts and then the visual material were analysed. In addition to being the integration platform of choice for most social media tools, Facebook is also one of the most popular and versatile social media tools of the ones present in this study. Therefore an overview of the posts from the official VTIC Facebook account from 2010 to 2015 yields an extensive insight into the development of VTIC behaviour on social media as well as obtained response.


First relevant posts on VTIC Facebook account timeline appear on 10th of December 2010. The 2010 - 2011 account activity period, in this case is rather short as there is less than a month left till 2011, however account demonstrates a decent amount of activity for such a short period. During the period, timeline featured 10 posts; these were mostly links to articles on their homepage with some text as the post header, coincidentally one of such posts features the very first comment in the timeline, which happens to be from one of the employees of the VTIC. Additionally there were four image based posts, featuring either photo galleries of the city, or festive postcards, as is customary for the season. The style of the posts is formal (e.g. Festive Vilnius Tours (on foot) in English, Russian - 27 December-8 January), it is also worth noting, that some posts are featured in English language in an attempt to target the tourists, rather than local residents. Yet the ratio of Lithuanian versus English posts is too big – 5/3, generally most posts are redundant, as the English posts are just duplicates of some Lithuanian posts, the only distinction being a translated text. It would have been much more logical to fit both (Lithuanian and English) texts under the same post.


Generally, during this period, users do not engage in content generation – no unique posts or reviews of the page. This however does not constitute absence of feedback, in addition to the previously mentioned comment; another form of feedback present during this period is the amount of users liking the posts. It is worth noting, that image based posts on average attained a significantly higher number of likes. Over the period, the amount of users liking the posts accumulates up to 32, which can demonstrate presence of a small, yet engaged audience.


The next period on the VTIC Facebook account timeline is 2011 – 2012. It is hard to compare it to the previous period as the duration of this period is significantly longer, therefore it features 94 posts. Content during this period has become far richer and more varied. The amount of image based posts during this period is significantly larger than that of the text based ones. A new addition to the raster of posts is video material; throughout the period of 2011 to 2012 there are five instances of such material. Videos are either of promotional manner or simply demonstrate views of the capital on various occasions. The latter seem to have received a more positive feedback (e.g. promotional video for street music festival has not received any likes).


The content of the posts itself has changed significantly as well. In addition to posts linking to various articles, galleries as well as picture based announcements; posts now feature event announcements and promotions (e.g. You can already ride the Christmas bicycle!), as well as contests requiring audience engagement (e.g. VILNIUS CHALLENGE 2011: The race date is June 4th (Saturday)). These new forms of communication with the audience demonstrate a less formal style in terms of engagement with the audience, as well as content-wise. Texts frequently feature various instances of informal communication (e.g. Can You feel it the air? Vilnius tourist centres are getting ready for the winter holidays.), emoticons are a common sight. In addition to invitations to join walking tours of Vilnius or visit a folk music festival promotions for night clubs can be found as well (e.g. If you are afraid of bad weather, start your weekend at LOFTAS). During this period reasonable measures have been taken to include audiences speaking different languages. Posts that link to Lithuanian articles are given headers in Lithuanian, and are not duplicated in another language as previously. Additionally, information relevant to the Russian or English speaking subsets of audience is given headers and descriptions in respective languages. All-inclusive posts feature headers and descriptions in all relevant languages. Such approach eliminates redundancy of posts as well as provides inclusion along with information of relevance to the different parties of interest


Feedback over the 2011 – 2012 is more prominent as the amount of unique comments exceeds twenty five. Additionally, a significant amount of comments is made from the VTIC Facebook account (e.g. If you are looking for unique souvenirs - come to Vilnius Tourism information centres.). These comments contribute to the informal style of engagement in social media, which VTIC seems to have undertaken during this period. These comments also seem to serve as an attempt to initiate feedback from the audience, as most of them end with a question. If that is the case, the attempt can be considered effective, as most of these comments are met with replies. However, users still seem reluctant in content generation, even though the amount of comments indicates a lively audience; none of them have produced any posts or reviews of their own.


Another newly visible trend from the comments section is communication among different accounts involved in related activities (Facebook accounts such as “Couchsurfing Lithuania”, “I Love Lithuania”, “Invite Your Friends To Lithuania” etc.). Such behaviour can be considered as an attempt at inter-promotion – audiences following different accounts, get exposed to the parties engaged in inter-promotional activities, which in other cases would be unlikely. One of example of such activities could be a post from June 29 2011, featuring a photo gallery – it features only two abstract comments, one from “I Love Lithuania” the other - “Couchsurfing Lithuania”. The afore mentioned post has been liked by 130 users and shared 44 times, which is unlikely, considering that the overall count of likes and shares for 94 posts is 641 and 75 respectively.


It can be stated, that during 2011 – 2012 period VTIC has adopted new engagement practices such as contests, less formal communication, more image and video based content, collaboration with other social media accounts and tailoring the message to the specific audiences (differentiating the languages in posts by relevance). Whether these practices were adopted after observing the performance of 2010 – 2011 period is unclear, as it could be very well as possible, that due to limited time, these practices just could not be implemented on time. The timeline period from 2012 – 2013 does not differ much overall, from the previous period. The amount of posts is basically the same, however the distribution of image based and text based content is different. There are almost 5 times more image based posts than the text based ones. As during the previous year the content is varied and engaging. Promotion of city services and various establishments is more prominent this year. A lot of posts have similar texts and layouts to those from the previous period. This is most likely due to celebration of annual occasions.


This period VTIC stays true to their semi-formal style of engagement with the audience. The languages of the posts are still used according to relevance; however Lithuanian posts seem to dominate the timeline. Yet foreign language posts are more prominent and varied – this period foreign language posts include not only announcements or relevant articles but contests as well. In addition, this year polish language has been featured in VTIC posts for the first time. Posts include contests specifically for Polish tourists as well as historical reviews of Vilnius. Such practice could be interpreted as an attempt to expand the audience by appealing to the sentiment of Lithuania’s close neighbour Poland with whom Lithuania has been sharing a rich past and tradition.


Continued informal engagement with the audience seems to have provided results. Regarding the comments – the audience is twice as active as previously. Some still engage only by replying to VTIC comments, meant to promote discussion, while others comment without any encouragement. This suggests that the audience has matured over the year and has gained confidence to engage in discussion in the provided environment. During the 2012 – 2013 period, the audience has managed to attain 54 comments in total. User content generation is more prominent during this period, however it is not only in the form of reviews, comments or individual posts. VTIC was hosting a city photo contest, and was posting user provided content (photos) on its timeline, for voting by the audience. In addition to the increased number of comments, the 2012 – 2013 period also featured an increase in other statistics. Posts were liked 1657 times and shared 125 times. Such boost is most likely due to the photo contest held on the account, as liking and sharing the photos was used as a form of voting. It is unclear whether the increased signs of user engagement pertain to the growth of the audience. In such case the growth is most likely to be temporary as the ones voting for the photos usually are merely associates of the participants and not actual members of the audience. Yet, in the same way as previous period’s inter-promotion attempts, this practice may also serve as a great way to increase exposure.


The 2013 – 2014 period demonstrates the highest social media activity from VTIC, throughout the entire 5 year period. With the ratio of image based content to text based content remaining the same as the previous year, the amount of posts on VTIC account timeline for the given period, amounts to 191 posts. It can be assumed, that the results from previous periods, provided VTIC with enough benefits, such that it was decided to double the efforts. Content-wise, the template remains the same as the previous year, however the promotion of private enterprises is not as blatant, more focus is diverted towards community occasions (e.g. [...] During December 27 – 30 seniors participated in excursions provided by Vilnius Tourist Information centre […]), architecture and works of various artists, promoting Vilnius. As previously, the posts contain various contests, event announcements etc.


Even though the comment section still features comments from the organizations social media account, the manner of engagement is more formal. This year the main languages used are Lithuanian and English. Only one post featured Russian language, the post was announcing a contest for Russians only; Polish was not used at all. Most likely, previous year did not yield enough feedback from the before mentioned language speaking groups, to make the effort worthwhile. The amount of comments, likes and shares acquired throughout the period is roughly proportional to the change in the amount of posts. The user feedback has amounted to 2726 likes, 446 shares and 91 comments. The values seem to be linearly dependant from year to year (keeping in mind that previous year introduced a disproportionate amount of shares and likes due to the photo contest). In addition to 39 posts by the users, the site has received 45 reviews that averaged out at 4.5 stars out of 5. It can be stated, that the audience is finally engaging in content generation and the content being generated is positive towards the organization in question.


The year 2014 and 2015 are almost identical to 2013 activity wise. However the posts have returned to the initial informal manner of engagement. A new occurrence is the prominent usage of hashtag (e.g. #vilnius, #beautiful, #vilniustourism, #visitvilnius, #tourism, #travel, #cathedral, #square, #vilniusofficial ), to appeal to the current trends. Through 2014 – 2015 audience engagement has been rising steadily – audience activity amounted to 2662 likes, 563 shares, 72 comments and user 72 posts in 2014 and 3939 likes, 656 shares, 118 comments and 103 user posts in 2015.


The rest of the proposed social media tools are based either on image or video content. Instagram and Flickr accounts are used for photo storage and exhibition. VTIC Instagram account, over the period of two years, has managed to produce 155 posts, acquire 625 followers and follow 35 other Instagram accounts. Posts on Instagram range from image to video based information, text items are kept to minimum, mostly for description of photos or videos, however, the text is kept as short as possible - instead of vastly descriptive sentences organization limits itself to a few key phrases coupled with prominent use of the hashtag in an attempt to adapt the posts to the characteristics of the social network (e.g. Christmas fun in #vilnius #vilniustourism #music #christmas). Instagram posts do not receive a lot of comments; users tend to limit their responses to either liking the posts or following the account. However, if encountered, the posts tend to be of informal style (e.g. Love Vilnius!! 2nd home!), most likely due to the informal nature of the social network itself.


VTIC Flickr account has been established in 2011, however the content uploaded is chronologically independent of the account creation date, as posts can be tagged with past dates to represent past events. Since its creation up until the beginning of 2016 the account has managed to upload 261 photos, acquire 6 followers and follow 11 other Flickr accounts – a far cry to the figures observed in the Instagram account, even though the Flickr account has existed twice as long as the Instagram account. Such difference could be attributed to the difference in popularity between the social networks, however it should also be noted that the posts on Flickr do not provide as many points of engagement for the user as the ones on Instagram. Unlike Facebook or Instagram posts, Flickr posts do not engage the user with catchy and playful descriptions and the only thing that is even close to a hashtag is its predecessor, the less versatile search tag (e.g. Vilnius, Vilnius Tourism etc.). Another reason the difference in the figures between the accounts may not be the result of difference in popularity between the networks is the fact that the posts on Flickr tend to boast a healthy view count (60 views per post on average), however the amount of people liking or commenting on the posts is minimal or non-existent.


The Youtube channel hosts 46 videos about Lithuanian culture in several languages. Just like in Flickr’s case some videos boast an impressive view count, with the most viewed video amounting to 10532 views. The description of the video is written in a formal manner, is not interactive - does not feature tags of any kind, the only information referring users to engage any further is the name of the artist and the work being exhibited as well as the address of VTIC website (plain text – not hyperlinked), description is long in comparison to other social media accounts, and provides a lot of unnecessary information in the form of descriptive adjectives (e.g. […] The three minute video features a lot of different images […]). Despite its popularity the video has only 2 comments, 83 likes and 3 dislikes. Most comments feature very little information for further engagement (e.g. Very nice!), although there are some instances of more informative and engaging comments (e.g. […] If you like Vilnius, you might also like […]).


By observing social media content provided by the organization and audience engagement on organizations social media account timelines, some assumptions can be made. It can be observed that social media content provided by the organization in question, on its Facebook account timeline, tends to become more informal and user friendly towards the end of the five-year period. Alternation of language in the posts to address appropriate audiences is an important aspect of social media management for organizations engaged in tourism. Audiences are more likely to engage with and generate their own social media content if it is based on image material, is interactive. Contests and public communication with accounts of similar organizations can serve as a means of increasing exposure, thus expanding audiences. Audiences are more favourable towards interactive and informal style content and comments from the organizations account, which encourage further communication from the audience. Audiences are more likely to share or like the content, rather than engage in discussion on the content.


5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION


Social media is a group of Internet-based applications that are a result of Web 2.0 technology; these applications tend to enable interpersonal communication, content creation and sharing. It is important for the tourist information centres to manage social media, because each activity is observed by the consumers and can easily lead to destination image changes (positive or negative). Each offensive action, all misleading or wrong information, ignored consumer inquiry or concern could as well result in a permanent damage to the tourist information centre’s or destination’s image.


Over the course of investigation of Vilnius Tourist Information Centres social media accounts the following observations were made: audiences are more likely to engage with content based on visual media (videos, images), text used to describe the content has a positive impact on audience engagement if it is written in informal style and is supplemented with interactive features (tags, links, competitions), text content tailored (in terms of language) towards specific demographic and features of the specific social media website result in a more active engagement from the audience in comparison to plain text examples.


As follows from the observations outlined above, general recommendations for building a positive image of the destination on social media can be specified. Firstly, the content concerning the destination should be dominated by visual rather than textual material. Additionally, it could be suggested that the visual material such as videos or photos should be supplemented with geographical tags, to increase the exposure of the destination to real life visits, rather than just engagement on virtual space. The textual material included in the content should feature the following characteristics: be informal or at least semi-formal; interactive – either in the sense of clickable links or tags or requests for engagement in the form of contests, polls and comments of in the form of questions; be tailored to the specific demographic being addressed or the features of specific social media websites being used.


After performing the theoretical analysis of Vilnius Tourist Information Centre case study, it can be stated that social media content should attract potential consumer’s attention, which may result in generation of consumer interest in destination and increase in user-generated content. Organization, while engaging in social media, must create the desire to visit the destination, lastly, all tourism information centre content (text, images, video, audio and games) must lead to actions. The performed investigation serves as a basis for discussion and future research about social media content management and social media engagement. Results are limited by the data from a single organization’s - Vilnius Tourist Information Centre social media content and engagement data, therefore, future studies should consider consumer and economic social media benefits to the destination, in addition to cases of specific organizations.
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Abstract


This paper provides valuable insight into the social media (SM) practices of Destination Marketing Organisations around the world for the purposes of marketing their destination to potential visitors. More specifically, the impact and role of SM on, in particular, the Destination Marketing Framework developed by Pike and Page (2014) envelopes the central focus of this paper. A thematic analysis of the qualitative data procured via in-depth interviews with SM Managers from a variety of DMOs from Europe, North America, and Australia, was conducted to shape and inform the findings. The findings confirm the importance of effectively employing SM platforms for the purposes of brand building, marketing positioning, and arrival generation. However, conversely, the study uncovers a vast deviation in the total amount of resources currently being allocated to managing DMOs’ SM presences as well as methods of evaluating brand performance on these social platforms.
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1 INTRODUCTION


Social media (SM) has become ubiquitous and omnipresent, and has changed the world in which we live and various aspects of our lives (Theunissen, 2015), causing a paradigm shift in how people connect and communicate with each other, on how they express and share ideas, and even on how they engage with products, brands, and organisations (Fotis, 2015). Of the circa 7.4 billion individuals that make up the world’s population, just under 3.5 billion of these (46%) are internet users and over 2 billion are active SM users (31%) (We Are Social, 2016). It has also transformed tourism, now playing a pivotal role in construction of the tourist gaze, destination image, and travel decision-making (Lin & Huang, 2006; Schmallegger & Carson, 2008; Lo & McKercher, 2015; Hernández-Méndez, et al., 2015). Such a broad range of potential points of influence has resulted in the proliferation of SM-based research in areas of influence (Tussyadiah, et al., 2015), consumer profiling (Hernández-Méndez, et al., 2015), brand engagement (So, et al., 2016) and marketing effectiveness (Leung, et al., 2015) to name just a few recent examples.


The aim of this study is to examine the role and applicability of SM platforms specifically within the Destination Marketing Framework (DMF) designed by Pike and Page (2014). The model itself illustrates the antecedents and requirements on the part of Destination Marketing Organisations (DMOs) to achieve, as the authors put it; “the quintessential goal of all DMOs”, which is “sustained destination competitiveness” (Pike & Page, 2014). The model encompasses a variety of factors critical to achieving this, including sources of destination competitiveness, effective destination management, and a proficient use of internal resources within the organisation to ensure an effective communication of the destination to potential visitors. Further, and more pertinent to this research, the model illustrates the importance of effective external activities, highlighting three key areas which will be explored further in this study within an SM context:




	Destination Brand Identity Development;


	Destination Brand Positioning;


	Destination Marketing Performance Measurement and Tracking.





Pike and Page (2014: 211) describe brand identity as being “the vision for how the destination should be perceived in the marketplace”. It entails such components as values, key competitors, positioning statement, key attributes and benefits, and target audience. The authors highlight three key challenges in designing a brand identity for an entity as large as a tourism destination:




	effectively engaging the host community in the brand identity development;


	agreeing on a focused direction with a diverse and eclectic range of active stakeholders, which is not only inspirational but also feasible;


	harnessing their cooperation in collaboratively supporting the brand positioning required to communicate the brand identity (Pike and Page, 2014: 212)





The concept of brand positioning, according to the authors who cite Trout and Ries (1979), was introduced into marketing strategy in 1969. Pike and Page (2014: 212) draw upon Lovelock’s (1991) definition as “establishing and maintaining a distinctive place in the market for an organisation and/or its individual product offerings”. The purpose of establishing an effective brand positioning strategy is to succinctly portray the brand identity in a desirable fashion to potential visitors, while rising ‘above the noise’ of other mass marketing messages originating from competitors and rival DMOs.


Marketing performance measurement and tracking is defined by the authors as simply; “To what extent is destination marketing by DMOs actually working?” (Pike and Page, 2014). The authors bemoan the lack of effort that has been taken in monitoring the outcomes of DMO marketing activities and objectives. The study further states that while there currently exists no model to categorically quantify the relationship between the work of DMOs’ time and destination competitiveness, market performance research is generally spread across three themes: i) visitor metrics, ii) marketing communication effectiveness, and iii) branding performance.


Stemming from the above elaborations of the various marketing activities pivotal to DMO success, three research questions have been formulated for this study:


RQ1: What role do social media play in developing and maintaining the brand identity of a tourism destination?


RQ2: How can social media platforms be utilised to achieve an effective brand position within the tourism domain?


RQ3: How can DMO performance on social media be measured and what are the key metrics associated with social media success?



2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND


2.1 Defining Social Media


There have been multiple definitions of SM scribed by researchers, with no real consensus due to its relative newness and dynamic state (Bowen, 2015). Mehta (2013: 13) gives his definition as “internet and mobile-based tools that allow easy sharing of every aspect of a person’s life …” while El Ouirdi, et al. (2015: 454) suggest how SM platforms “are online tools that allow users to share content, collaborate, and build networks and communities, with the possibility of reaching and involving large audiences …” Kaplan and Haenlein (2010: 61) further add to the theme of content creation and sharing by defining SM as “a group of internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content” (UGC).


Fotis (2015) adds that many definitions of SM focus on software or tools where their primary function is to serve the purpose of facilitating the creation and exchange of UGC. The author elaborates by identifying various other online platforms, such as online travel agencies (OTAs), traditional tour operator websites, hotels’ official websites, traditional media websites, and online retailers, in how they too incorporate mechanisms to allow the creation and exchange of UGC on their own platforms. Their primary function, however, is to sell goods and services, and yet they satisfy the conditions set out by Kaplan and Haenlein’s (2010) definition to be considered as SM (Fotis, 2015). Fotis (2015: 44) proceeds to provide his own definition, which will also be adopted for the purposes of this study: “social media are defined as web-based applications that have as their primary function the development and exchange of user generated content”.


2.2 Social Media in Destination Marketing


Previous researchers have also highlighted the existence of gaps in the current literature regarding specifically the use of SM by tourism DMOs; little research has been conducted to examine how tourism entities are evolving with the internet and employing SM in a bid to market and promote tourism destinations and to engage with current and potential customers (Hays, et al. 2013; Morosan, 2015). Ratchford (2015) outlines the need for further research on marketing in the presence of SM, as SM’s marketing implications still remain unclear. Pike and Page (2014) note the lack of studies examining the relationship between advertising and sales within the marketing literature, and state how this has spread to also include destination marketing literature specifically.


Luo and Zhong (2015: 274) cite the worldwide upsurge in destination marketing as a “significant symbol” of the dramatic increase in the use of SM. Királ’ová and Pavlíčeka (2015: 359) add that destinations are traditionally defined as “… territories, geographical areas, such as a country, an island or town … with political and legislative framework for tourism marketing and planning”. Tourism destinations have previously been cited as being difficult to manage due their multifaceted nature, with the presence of complex relationships of their diverse public and private stakeholders. It has also been noted, however, the wide range of opportunities presented by SM that may be used advantageously by destinations (Mistilis, et al., 2014).


Previous research conducted by Hamill, et al. (2012; cited in Sigala, et al., 2012) sought to ascertain to what extent national DMOs in Europe had adopted their marketing strategies in tandem with the upsurge in SM usage by consumers and businesses alike. Their initial research was carried out in 2008, with a follow-up study being conducted in late 2010. They observed that while some progress had been made from the former study, with European national DMOs seen to be “laggards” in their usage of SM, and that few DMOs in Europe were fully utilising SM platforms for building customer and network relationships, as well as for engaging with and energising online communities (Hamill, et al., 2012).


Such conclusions correlate with other studies in the area, with the literature signifying that continuous innovation among DMOs is not very common (Zach, et al., 2010). Further, Shao, et al. (2012) state how the capacity of DMOs to innovate and successfully adopt new information technologies differs greatly among organisations. Hays, et al. (2013: 234) describe DMOs’ understanding of SM as “vague and varied”. The authors highlight the ambiguous nature of the rules of SM marketing as perhaps being a mitigating factor in the reluctance to adopt a comprehensive strategy. The authors conclude by calling for more interactive behaviour on SM, illustrating one the main draws of SM; the readily available wealth of information available for DMOs to consult and inform their marketing activities. The three main findings of Hays, et al.’s (2013) study are as follows:




	the majority of participant DMOs were not fully utilising SM to its full effectiveness in terms of interacting and engaging with visitors;


	SM was not widely recognised and/or respected as a vital tool in marketing strategies and was underfunded and/or neglected;


	DMOs could benefit from a much more innovative and creative approach to SM strategies in order to fully differentiate SM efforts from those in traditional marketing (Hays, et al., 2013)





The theme of under-utilisation among tourism practitioners is not just unique to DMOs, however. Research carried out by Howison, et al. (2015) concurs with the above discussion, which focussed on the use of SM platforms for the purposes of marketing among a sample of tour operators in Dunedin, New Zealand. The authors concluded that the use of the two of the largest SM platforms, Facebook and Twitter, were minimal or even non-existent in places.


This is a worrying trend for brands who continue to either shun SM entirely, or incorporate a passive approach to engaging with past, present, and potential future clients on these platforms. Millennials (individuals born between the late 1970s and mid-1990s) will soon become the dominant generational market segment within the business travel sector (Kotler, et al., 2014). Bowen and McCain (2015) state that this generational segment’s spending on travel will increase over the next four decades. The continued increase in spending power of millennials coupled with their continued use of SM platforms for sharing personal experiences (Bowen & McCain, 2015) and as a research outlet to aid in the making of purchase decisions (Nusair, et al., 2013), including travel purchases (Bowen, 2015), has necessitated in the adaption of the much more proactive approach to developing a comprehensive SM strategy for tourism practitioners who are yet to do so.



3 RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODOLOGY


3.1 Research Design


This exploratory study employs a comparative case study approach using purposive sampling (Yin, 1989/2010), incorporating qualitative data procured from a series of semi-structured interviews with SM Managers (although it should be noted that not all participants held the title of ‘Social Media Manager’ within the organisation (Table 1). The goal of purposive sampling is to choose the specific units of study which will yield the most relevant and plentiful data given the topic of study (Yin, 2010: 88).


In this instance, ‘Social Media Managers’ is used to describe those individuals responsible for the handling and maintaining of the DMO’s SM presence within their respective organisations. All national DMOs/tourism authorities, as well as state-level organisations in the United States and Australia, who had publically available contact information were contacted either via email or SM, enquiring as to whether or not they wished to partake in the research. The objective in incorporating such a vast and diverse sample pool was to maximise the probability of gaining differing opinions and perspectives on SM usage for the purposes (Yin, 2010: 88)


State-level DMOs in the United States and Australia were included in the study as both nations possess a myriad of diverse tourism destinations, while also boasting a highly-developed tourism industry and their own state-level government, and thus their own tourism authority, potentially representing particularly potent avenues of input. As tourism destinations can vary significantly in terms of product, accessibility, political, and cultural aspects, a holistic multiple-case design was used to observe and discern contrasting accounts and patterns among the sample participants (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). This approach enabled a comprehensive comparable analysis of approaches to SM by DMOs (Sanliöz Özgen & Kozak, 2015).


A total of eight semi-structured interviews were conducted in this study with participants representing a diverse range of DMOs spanning three continents (Table 1) between July and December 2014, lasting between 45 minutes and one hour. The extended timeframe applied to the interviewing process was to accommodate availability in order to procure the most comprehensive data set possible. Two participants in the study were CEOs of separate European-based marketing agencies, charged with managing the SM presence of two North American DMOs in the European market. They were included in the study as it was decided that agency-run SM presences may present additional avenues of interest and discussion when compared to those managed in-house. Snowball sampling also resulted in the participation of one SM Manager employed at a city DMO. Yin (2010: 89) states that such an approach is acceptable provided the snowballing is purposeful, and not done out of convenience. As the city in question was within the Asia/Pacific region, a growing region which generated 23% of worldwide arrivals and 30% of receipts in 2014 (UNWTO, 2015), it was deemed that their DMO would represent a fruitful avenue of input.


All participants were assured of their anonymity, and agreed to have their interviews recorded for later transcription and analysis. A total of 99 pages of transcripts were generated from the interviews. Interviews took place both in-person and via Skype, due to geographical and time constraints. All participants were directly responsible (in some cases solely responsible) for managing the SM presences of their respective DMOs, which were all responsible for the marketing and promotion of their respective countries or states through SM platforms. All participants were marketing experts, specialising in digital and/or SM marketing specifically. Finally, while all participants indicated they were active users of personal accounts on SM, their personal usage habits and motivations were not further explored in this study.


3.2 Analysis


This data was subjected to a rigorous thematic analysis within the context of the pre-set themes outlined by the DMF providing a basis for questioning and discussion, incurring a deductive approach, or a theoretical thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), given the study’s objective to code the data for a specific research question. The data was analysed in accordance with the method set out by Braun and Clarke (2006), who describe thematic analysis as a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns, or themes, within data. The authors’ methodology sets out a six-stage structure composed of phases involving the researcher familiarising themselves with the data, along with various coding phases before finally deciphering the prominent themes throughout the data.


All conducted interviews were recorded, transcribed, and imported into NVivo 10 qualitative data analysis (QDA) software, which assisted with the coding process. Bazeley and Jackson (2013: 2) write how the developers of NVivo, QSR International, have strived to provide the user with a set of tools to assist the researcher in the analysis of qualitative data. They note that use of the software does not aim to detract from the “time-honoured ways of learning from data”, but rather to “increase the effectiveness and efficiency of such learning.”


Table 1. Study Participants








	Participant

	Location of DMO

	Title of Participant

	Level of Organisation






	A

	Europe

	Head of Customer Engagement & EMarketing

	National






	B

	Europe

	Digital Manager

	National






	C

	Europe

	Social Media Manager

	National






	D

	North America

	CEO (Agency)

	National






	E

	North America

	CEO (Agency)

	State (US)






	F

	North America

	Communications Manager

	State (US)






	G

	North America

	Director of Communications & Digital Strategy

	State (US)






	H

	Australia

	Digital Marketing and Social Media Officer

	City
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4 FINDINGS & DISCUSSION


Pike and Page (2014) detail how Sustained Destination Competitiveness subsumes all other aims and objectives at a time whereby potential travellers are spoilt for choice in the availability and accessibility of destinations. The goal of this research was to investigate the role of SM in the marketing activities necessary for a DMO to achieve sustained destination competitiveness, as described by the DMF. The findings section will address participants’ view of SM’s role within each of the three key marketing activities outlined in Section 1.


4.1 Destination Brand Identity Development


Some of the challenges as raised by participants in this study include the ability of the DMO to reshape the identity of the destination, due to its already-established presence in the mind of consumers, with both positive and negative instances of both having been encountered in this study. One participant discussed how their destination’s brand identity has remained consistent through time, and it is always one of positivity, particularly regarding the welcoming locals. They further emphasised how there remains limited scope to look to fundamentally change the destination’s image in order to either appeal to a different demographic or type of tourist, or indeed to move along with current trends.


“I bought a book when I was in France and it was about (the destination) and it was published in 1960. And it was basically a visitor’s guide to (the destination), and the foreword is one page, about four hundred words long and all bar maybe five or ten words, it could be written this year … So, it’s very clear therefore … that the greater brand of (the destination) as a destination is, in fact, really well-established and is very consistent over time.” (Participant A)


Another participant, conversely, described how their destination struggles with outside perception issues due to its housing of the federal government. Due to a destination’s status as a living location prior to the establishment of any tourism entities, attractions, amenities etc., any subsequent stakeholders who set up a business reliant on tourism for success also inherit the external perception of the destination and must take this into account when seeking to develop its own brand identity. This was particularly damaging to the destination, as the participant outlined its reliance on domestic tourism, with only a very small proportion of visitors coming from overseas. Such outlooks concur with past research, such as Anderson, et al. (2015) who highlight rural destinations in particular being particularly vulnerable to the challenges in establishing an effective brand identity, due to their limited pulling power in the global market coupled with the highly fragmented nature of the rural tourism industry.


This theme of seeking to shift external perception, despite the inherent challenges, was present among multiple participants, with one particular DMO recently launching a “global branding” initiative. This initiative was described as being a continuous marketing endeavour aimed at shifting perception of the destination from both the perspectives of potential international visitors and the indigenous population.


“We focus on … the tourism marketing and then a more recent addition to our charge has been to do global branding, which would be the perception that the world has about (the destination) and how the citizens feel about (the destination).” (Participant G)


While the destination was deemed to have suffered from a tourism perspective due to the saturation of competitors in the market by the participant, SM was highlighted as a crucial avenue to aid in the achievement of this branding initiative due to: i) SM providing the DMO with a ‘direct line’ to the online community where the DMO can engage directly with those who have, or are thinking about, visiting the destination, and ii) SM fosters UGC, completely independent of the DMO’s own marketing efforts, which was highlighted as the participant as having the ability a lot more credibility and authenticity than the DMO’s own marketing efforts. Previous studies have concurred with this point, stating UGC has increasingly influenced destination awareness and subsequent purchase decisions (Chen, et al., 2015).


Where SM can aid in this endeavour is through the DMO’s active, regular engagement with the platforms and its audience. The DMO must first develop a suitable, relevant brand identity of its destination, one which will prove to resonate positively in the eyes of the local stakeholders, as well as potential visitors, but one which is also reflective of the current perception of the destination. This should serve to bolster the already conceived notion of the destination in the eyes of the visitor, but will also give the DMO the opportunity to put a modern spin on the destination’s image, with the possibility of reflecting on what the destination has to offer tourists today which it may not have possessed in the past.


4.2 Destination Brand Positioning


SM, once again, provide the ideal platforms on which to develop and enhance the positioning of a destination’s brand. Custom campaigns may be launched, catering to very specific segments of the DMO’s target market, in order to maximise visibility of the destination in the eyes of the consumer in the most appropriate way. Pike and Page (2014) state that it is the responsibility of the DMO to identify and evaluate stories and narratives regarding their destination and to identify patterns in the anecdotes of visitors in order to achieve consistency and effective brand positioning. Such valuable information can inform choice of social platform, content strategy, or even recruitment strategy.


In terms of slogans and methods of promotional differentiation, participants in this study emphasised the use of hashtags within their content in the hope that further use of said hashtag would amplify the visibility and reach of the brand, and cement its presence within the forefront of consumer minds. While content may differ among various target markets to accommodate the varying reasons and motivations for travelling, designing one all-encompassing hashtag that captures the spirit of the destination and inspires action on the part of the online community to participate and contribute was a common theme among participants. Participants described how they use their hashtags as ways of ensuring their brand stands out from the rest through the use of unique hashtags which will ensure SM users will link those hashtags to those specific destinations:


“… the handle to us is not as important as the hashtag. The conversation is all hashtag and that is more important than the handle.” (Participant B)


“But if there is a tagline we’ve been using in some of our (traditional) advertising which can translate to a hashtag on social media, we will take elements of that.” (Participant F)


“The simplest thing that we’ve done to date is really simple is actually creating a hashtag … It’s a hashtag we’ve completely invented and it’s certainly helped (us) now … by using it it crops up in Google search and those type of things so they’re (the DMO) starting to understand the value of using hashtags and creating conversation around those hashtags.” (Participant H)


Such an approach can also aid reach of SM content, increase visibility of the brand, increase recognisability, and provide a level of consistency across the myriad of forms of content that is created and published, which can vary drastically in order to attract certain segments of the market. The effective targeting of ads and content continues to become pivotal in maximising utility gained from SM, particularly on Facebook, as it continues to introduce changes to its newsfeed algorithm, reducing organic reach on brands’ posts to a very small percentage of its already acquired fan base. This small percentage may be made up of users of very diverse ages, interests etc., not guaranteeing that all who can view the content will necessarily find it valuable or relevant to them, reducing the engagement potential of the content even further. Low engagement rates on brand content will see Facebook recognise the brand as being less important than those who receive high levels of impressions and engagement on their content, reducing their relevance in the eyes of Facebook, which can serve to reduce reach and visibility even further.


4.3 Destination Marketing Performance Measurement & Tracking


Pike and Page (2014) also emphasis the challenge in achieving and maintaining long-term competitiveness, citing multiple studies highlighting such cases in Eastern Europe, Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa, while also noting a lack of a widely-accepted causal model of destination competitiveness. Such analysis of the difficulty in measuring success has clearly been transferred to SM marketing, given that the findings of this study reveal the ambiguity that exists with DMOs regarding effective measurement of their SM activities measurement, and the wide deviation among DMOs in terms of the rigour of their SM measurement.


Pike and Page (2014) make specific mention to the EAV (equivalent advertising value) formula as being a popular means for DMOs to “argue the case for marketing funding”. The authors also, however, describe the formula as “simplistic”, and having its own shortcomings. The present study uncovered only two DMOs utilising specially designed means of evaluating SM content in any significant way. One example included Participant A utilising the traditional Equivalent Advertising Value (EAV) formula being adapted to incorporate the various forms and nuances of engagement on SM platforms. Terming it the ‘Social Equivalent Advertising Value’ (SEAV), it involves monitoring levels of engagement on SM content and evaluating the cost of achieving the same level of interaction which could be procured via more traditional forms of marketing. Interactions take three distinct forms in this form of evaluation:
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