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Abstract

Evaluation process:
Purpose — This study analyzes the way that firm-generated content (FGC) was  pouble Blind Review

adapted in the accommodation sector through hotel chains’ Facebook posts at a
time of crisis. Specifically, this research aims to: (1) explore hidden topics in hotel
chains’ FGC; (2) classify topics according to their promotional or non-promotional
content; and (3) compare topics during the first months of the COVID-19 crisis
and the same months of 2019.

This article is open data

Theoretical framework — The method/theoretical approach used in this research
is social network analysis.

Design/methodology/approach — We used content analysis to examine 1,317
Facebook posts from the five hotel chains with the greatest presence in Spain.
NodeXL software was used to create a semantic network to reveal the relationships
between the ideas embedded in the text collection.

Findings — 14 latent topics were found in each period, including promotional
and non-promotional content. Non-promotional topics increased from one
third in 2019 to more than half in 2020, and the most relevant topic in 2020
was “Competitions”.

Practical & social implications of the research — The findings of our study
suggest that during the pandemic, unlike other crises, hotel chains used Facebook
to accompany users, entertain them, and maintain the emotional connection with
the brand, responding to societal demands.

Originality/value — This study is novel not only because of its focus on FGC in the
tourist accommodation sector, but also because it uses semantic network analysis
to study the way in which firms make use of social media in crisis situations.

Keywords: Content analysis, semantic network, firm-generated content,
accommodation, tourism crisis.
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1 Introduction

New technologies have given companies greater
immediacy and more direct interactions with consumers
whenever these digital tools are used in powerful
marketing campaigns (Hays et al., 2013; Heredia, et al.,
2022; Japutra et al., 2022b; Liébana-Cabanillas et al.,
2020; Mahardika et al., 2019). Specifically, social media
have been integrated into both social and economic
life, and it has been demonstrated that the content of
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter can influence user
decision-making (Batra & Keller, 2016; Heng Wei et al.,
2023; Law et al., 2020; Moro & Rita, 2018; Xiang &
Gretzel, 2010; Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014). As a result, other
organizations and brands have adapted the techniques
and the information presented on these platforms both
for their marketing campaigns (Moro et al., 2016) and
for the effective communication of their company values
(Heng Wei et al., 2023). This is relevant when considering
the link between social networks and mobile applications
as a new channel for interacting with customers, which
impacts customer engagement (Japutra et al., 2021,
2022a, 2022b; Molinillo et al., 2020; Utami et al., 2022).

Regarding brand-specific content in social networks,
most research has focused on user generated content (UGC),
and to a lesser extent, the incorporation of business strategies
through firm-generated content (FGC) (Kim etal., 2023;
Kumaretal., 2016; Leungetal., 2013; Moro & Rita, 2018;
Santiago etal., 2022). In this sense, FGC can complement
UGC (Aljarah etal., 2022; Yu, 2022) and helps companies
create, maintain, and reinforce their relationships with
target consumers (Poulis et al., 2019). Firms can publish
information on their products, launch promotions, and provide
responses to their customers, reaching potential consumers
more easily and through more selective targeting (Wan &
Ren, 2017). More specifically, FGC through social media
has been analyzed in studies that differentiate between two
types of content: (a) promotional and (b) non-promotional,
which convey emotional values, such as messages that serve
to entertain and inform about social actions in which
the firm is engaged (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; De
Vries et al., 2012; Kumar et al., 2016; Luarn et al., 2015;
Montaguti et al., 2023; Shahbaznezhad et al., 2021; Shen
& Bissell, 2013; Tafesse, 2015).

Different content analysis techniques that
enable researchers to identify relevant properties of
large amounts of textual information have been used to
categorize messages (Jabreel et al., 2017; Roberts, 2000).
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Such techniques include semantic network analysis, which,
unlike traditional analysis, does not require preconceived
categories (Doerfel, 1998) and has been widely accepted as
a helpful method for exploring word associations in texts
(Jangetal., 2022; Smith & Smith, 2022; Yoon & Chung,
2018b). Semantic network analysis has been successfully
applied to social networks in various fields, including
medicine (Kang et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2018), political
science (Park et al., 2020), social movements (Eddington,
2018; Xiongetal., 2019), public administration (Liu et al.,
2018; Sevin, 2014; Wang & Xu, 2022), marketing
(Hongetal., 2016; Youn & Jung, 2021), and hospitality
or tourism (Feizollah et al., 2021; Jang et al., 2022;
Park etal., 2018; Yoon & Chung, 2018a). However, the
use of semantic networks to analyze FGC in the tourism
sector represents a gap in the existing literature, despite
its utility for the content analysis of hundreds of hotel
chain publications and social network messages, and its
potential contribution to guiding their marketing strategies.

Moreover, we cannot forget the impact that COVID-19
has had on the tourism sector since 2020 (Anténio & Rita,
2021; Géssling etal., 2020; World Tourism Organization,
2021; Zenker & Kock, 2020) and on the creation of content
strategies. The hotel industry, as a critical player in the
tourism industry, is one of the most negatively impacted
economic sectors (Anguera-Torrell et al., 2021). The fact
is that different types of crises have different consequences
and oblige hoteliers to adopt new measures to confront the
challenges that these crises can provoke, thus increasing the
confidence of travelers and contributing to the recovery of
firms (Jiang & Wen, 2020). The relationship between the
advertising conveyed through tourism marketing and the
values of the target audience becomes crucial in times of
crisis. It is necessary to adapt the messages disseminated
to address the concerns of customers or the general public
in order to prevent them from ceasing to consume the
brand. In other words, the application of audience-focused
marketing strategies is essential (Gretzel et al., 2020; Jiang
& Wen, 2020; Ketter & Avraham, 2021). In this sense, the
tourism offer can promote and attract customers to online
channels and virtual experiences, forming brand-related
emotional connections, trust, and values (Sigala, 2020).
As evidence of these effects, in a survey conducted by the
communications firm Edelman in 2020, more than 80%
of participants believed that in order to maintain trust
in the brand during the pandemic, firms should connect
with customers, helping them to stay emotionally close

and promoting a sense of community (Edelman, 2020).
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Studies on the effects of COVID-19 on
brand-specific content on the social networks of tourism
organizations have basically focused on UGC, analyzing
the opinions, feelings, and reactions of potential
users and customers (Carvache-Franco et al., 2023a,
2023b; Flores-Ruiz et al., 2021; Hang et al., 2020;
Nilashi et al., 2021; Rather, 2021; Rita et al., 2022;
Yu et al., 2020). The few studies in which COVID-19
has been analyzed in FGC have focused on the content
published by destination marketing organizations
(DMOs) (Huertas et al., 2020; Ketter & Avraham,
2021; Kumar et al., 2022; Pachucki et al., 2022). There
are even fewer studies that have examined the types
of content published by tourism firms through social
media (Camarinha et al., 2021; Kwok et al., 2022;
Musanovié et al., 2023).

This analysis is particularly important given that
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, research showed that
FGC positively affected various dimensions of the brand
and consumer purchase intentions (Poulis et al., 2019;
Wan & Ren, 2017). However, subsequent studies have
found changes in the effect of FGC on the purchase
intentions of consumers who did not shop online before
the pandemic (Santiago et al., 2022).

Once again, there is a research gap regarding the
incorporation of COVID-19 into the FGC of tourism
companies, which may differ from the strategies used by
DMOs, which are subject to destination policies. This
research aims to extend the studies on the adaptation of
firms in prolonged tourism crises, as well as on audience-
focused marketing strategies. Additionally, although
several studies have been published analyzing the adaptive
capacity and resilience of the hospitality sector due to
COVID-19 (Duarte Alonso et al., 2020; Jiang & Wen,
2020; Sharma et al., 2022; Wong et al., 2023), the use
of social networks must be developed as a tool to support
its resilience against future crises.

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to contribute
to the scarce research on the integration of social networks
and their adaptation in the crisis management strategies
of tourism companies. To this end, the following research

objectives and questions are proposed:

1. Explore hidden topics in the FGC of hotel

chains.

RQ1. What are the topics of the Facebook

messages of hotel chains?

2. Classify topics according to their promotional

or I’lDI’l—pl’Oll'lDtiDl'laJ content.

RQ2. What were the topics of promotional and

no n-promotional content gene rated?

3. Compare topics during the first six months of
the COVID-19 crisis, using the same semester

of 2019 as a reference.

RQ3a. Did the topics of the messages that hotel
chains published on Facebook in 2020 change

in relation to 2019?

RQ3b. Was there an increase in non-promotional

messages in the first months after the declaration

of a pandemic due to COVID-19?

RQ3c. Were new topics created that were directly
related to COVID-19?

2 Literature review

2.1 Crises and disasters: focus on COVID-19

A distinction can be made between crises and
disasters based on the role that organizations and people
may or may not play in their origins. Thus, a crisis is
considered to be the result of organizational failure, while
a disaster is an external event over which organizations
have no immediate or direct control (Faulkner, 2001;
Ritchie, 2004). However, the conceptualization of
these events is fluid, because man-made disasters tend
to be more like crises and some nartural disasters are
man-made (Zenker & Kock, 2020). Regardless of this
distinction, if we are to learn from experience, then the
analysis of crisis and disaster management is essential
to confront similar situations that might occur in the
future (Japutra & Situmorang, 2021).

The coronavirus pandemic has led to a crisis
that is not only different, but will also leave complex
repercussions and challenges due to its socio-cultural,
economic, and political impacts (Japutra & Situmorang,
2021; Sigala, 2020; Zenker & Kock, 2020). Most of the
socio-cultural effects were caused by changes in living

and working conditions, which led to a greater reliance
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on new information and communication technologies
(Messabia et al., 2022), but also improved innovation
and collaboration capabilities (Al-Omoush et al., 2022;
Rafique etal., 2022). The economic effects were widespread,
and globalization only exacerbated them through a supply-
side crisis that was immediately fueled by unmet demand,
consumption, and investment (Guaita Martinez et al.,
2022). Among the political consequences, their impact on
the scope of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
disrupted attempts in some countries to achieve the 2030
Agenda (Chopra et al., 2022). However, in the recovery
and growth phase, a return to the path of sustainability
through the green economy, renewable energy, and energy
transition has been particularly important (Chopra etal.,
2022; Ferndndez-Villardn & Uresandi, 2022; Guaita
Martinez etal., 2022), but it requires government support
(Bhrammanachote & Sawangdee, 2021).

The COVID-19 crisis has, to a certain extent,
affected the tourism sector due to mobility constraints.
Tourism has had to manage crises in the form of terrorism
(Avraham, 2015; Barbe & Pennington-Gray, 2018),
natural and man-made disasters (Ketter, 2016; Liu et al.,
2018; Pennington-Gray et al., 2011), and epidemics
(Novellietal., 2018; Page et al., 2006; Zeng etal., 2005).
The different consequences of each different type of
crisis have affected the tourism sector, driving it to take
appropriate measures to cope with the various challenges
brought about by the crisis (Aguado-Correa etal., 2022;
Chen et al., 2021; Jiang & Wen, 2020; Ritchie & Jiang,
2019; Sigala, 2011; Zenker & Kock, 2020). However,
in the current context of economic globalization, the
digital economy plays a relevant role in recovery (Guaita
Martinez et al., 2022). In this context, communication
through social networks can be very useful for tourism
companies to communicate good practices in response
to the crisis and to understand the new demands, new
relationships, and new methods that have emerged after

the epidemic (Chen et al., 2021).

2.2 FGC at a time of crisis in tourism

Tourism firms must prepare to integrate social
media into their crisis management strategies, evaluating
the quantity and type of informative content that they
communicate through social media (Chen et al., 2021;
Pennington-Gray et al., 2011; Sigala, 2011). Despite
the relevance of the topic, there is a scarcity of research
related to the adaptation of strategies for using social

media at times of crisis.
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Pennington-Gray et al. (2011) studied the crisis
management strategies used in the tourism crisis related
to an oil spill, and they set out the need to include social
networks in the tourism crisis management planning
model, because in this case they were crucial in restoring
the image of the tourist destination.

Ketter (2016) studied the revival of the tourist
destination’s image on Facebook after an earthquake, reflecting
the importance of social networks in supportinga DMO in
times of natural disasters. In particular, he focused on both
the technical information of the messages and on reports
and links to news articles, seeking to convey an independent
message and communicate directly with the public.

Barbe and Pennington-Gray (2018) analyzed
Twitter messages sent from hotels in Florida during
various crises that were widely reported worldwide, and
among the topics of the messages, those related to the
feeling of unity, love, and victim support were the most
frequently repeated.

Huertas et al. (2020) studied the main content of
tweets from DMOs during the first COVID-19 crisis and
highlighted the high volume of messages about protecting
the image of the destination as a tourist attraction and, to
a lesser extent, messages about managing the COVID-19
crisis and protecting stakeholders.

Ketter and Avraham (2021) analyzed the content
of messages on the YouTube channels of different DMOs
during the coronavirus pandemic and observed differences
between FGC during and after lockdown. They concluded
that during lockdown, destinations adopted marketing
strategies based on hope/inspiration, the brotherhood of
man, and nostalgia to maintain emotional connections
with key audiences. In the post-confinement stage, online
marketing managers used welcoming strategies, safety, and
restorative experiences to adapt to new travel restrictions
and changing consumer attitudes.

The study of Camarinha etal. (2021) focused on
information published on the websites of some Portuguese
tourism firms during the COVID-19 crisis, although it
also included some content from social networks. Their
conclusion was that social networks provided only some
information on the existence of a returns policy and
showed social actions directed at health professionals
and volunteers.

The study by Kwok et al. (2022) analyzed the
content of COVID-19-related messages from hospitality
companies on Facebook and Twitter, identifying five types:

prevention, reminding, ingratiation, victimage, and updates.
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This study concluded that only 20% of all messages
posted between January and June 2020 were related
to the pandemic, primarily focusing on ingratiation
(praising stakeholders such as staff, customers, and the
management team) and updates (about adjustments to
operations due to COVID-19 or expressions of hope
about COVID-19). These types of messages, along with
prevention and reminding, as well as photos and videos,
received the most attention.

Musanovi¢ et al. (2023) used the topic
modeling technique to study how 5-star Italian hotels
communicated on Facebook before and during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of this study
reflected different topics in 2019, 2020, and 2021,
highlighting messages related to trust, safety, and
cordiality during the pandemic.

2.3 Content analysis using semantic networks
in the tourism sector

Due to the large amount of information on
social networks, their study through content analysis is
of particular interest as a source of big data, which has
been widely used in tourism (Li et al., 2018). Content
analysis refers to a family of procedures for systematic,
replicable text analysis. Among the quantitative content
analysis techniques, we can distinguish semantic network
analysis, which consists of graphical representations of
knowledge based on meaningful relationships within
written texts, structured as a network of words thart are
cognitively related to each other (Kang et al., 2017).
Within the semantic network, the nodes are words that
represent concepts found in the text, and the connections
between the nodes represent the relationships between
the interconnected concepts (Kang et al., 2017).

Semantic networks have been used in the field
of FGC, for example, to examine whether there is a
significant difference between the activity levels and
the semantic networks of the Facebook pages of highly
reputable and less reputable companies in the same
industry (Hong et al., 2016), and to analyze the official
tweets of 67 government and emergency management
organizations after Hurricane Harvey (Liu et al., 2018).
However, semantic network analysis of social networks
in the field of hospitality and tourism has only recently
been introduced. Studies are scarce and focused on UGC.,
For example, Yoon and Chung (2018a) studied changes
in tourist destination promotion strategies through

semantic network analysis of user messages published

on the Facebook profiles of each DMO. In the study of
Park et al. (2018), they used semantic networks to study
which of the words employed by users on the Facebook
profile of Walt Disney World were the most influential
words before and during Hurricane Irma. Finally, semantic
networks were applied in the work of Feizollah et al. (2021)
to study tweets related to “halal tourism.”

2.4 Promotional and non-promotional content
in messages published on tourism social networks

Different classifications of messages based on
their content can be found in the literature. Two types of
messages within the FGC published on official pages can
be distinguished: 1) promotional, informative, or product-
related posts; and 2) non-promotional posts (Kumaretal.,
2016). The second group includes brand image-related
and emotional messages: emotional posts (Cervellon &
Galipienzo, 2015), posts relating to entertainment and
social aspects (Ge & Gretzel, 2017, 2018), information
not directly related to the hotel, brand, and involvement
(Leung et al., 2017), and emotional/hedonic posts
(Molina et al., 2020).

Researchers have come to different conclusions
about the use and effectiveness of promotional and
non-promotional posts within FGC strategies in the
tourism sector. This evidence may be the result of the
spread of social networks, both due to the expansion
of their use and changes in e-marketing strategies. In
this sense, a high propensity to use messages to promote
hotels and destinations has been noted in the oldest
studies (Cervellon & Galipienzo, 2015; Huertas &
Marine-Roig, 2016; Minazzi & Lagrosen, 2013; Yoo
& Lee, 2015). According to Cervellon and Galipienzo
(2015), this was an effective strategy because when
potential customers browsed the hotels’ Facebook
pages, their main motivation was to find information
to make an appropriate choice. This can be contrasted
with the way in which users reacted to the content of
the messages. Specifically, Huertas and Marine-Roig
(2016) showed evidence that the communication of
the distinctive emotional values of tourist destinations
and the communication of specific and unique values
generated more reactions on Facebook than otherwise.

Over time, the studies showed less and less
differences between the number of messages directly related
to the destination and its tourism products/services and
the proportion of non-promotional messages published

by firms (Ge & Gretzel, 2017; Leung et al., 2017).
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The greater effectiveness of non-promotional or emotional
messages, as opposed to promotional messages and messages
about the attributes of a destination, has also been noted
(Ge & Gretzel, 2017; Herndndez-Ortega et al., 2020;
Molina et al., 2020; Pino et al., 2019). Similarly, some
works, such as that of Leung et al. (2017), study messaging
in even greater depth, highlighting the effectiveness of some
messages, regardless of their informational or emotional
nature. These authors concluded that product-, brand-,
and involvement-related messages were more effective than

informative, reward-oriented, and promotional messages.

3 Methodology

Our study focuses on Spain, the country with the
second highest number of foreign visitors in the world,

where the tourism sector accounted for 12.4% of GDP

and 12.9% of employment in 2019 (Spanish Statistical
Office, 2020). We applied semantic network analysis,
using NodeXL software (Smith et al., 2010), to examine
the messages published on Facebook by the five hotel
chains with the greatest presence in Spain (Table 1). In
particular, Facebook occupies third position in Spain in
terms of number of global users (79.2%), behind WhatsApp
and YouTube (Kemp, 2021). Although Spanish hotels
pursue network diversification, covering a large number
of potentially different customer profiles (Mellinas etal.,
2014; Moral Cuadra et al., 2014; Rabaddn-Martin et al.,
2020), Facebook has an important presence in these
establishments (Rabaddn-Martin et al., 2020).

In particular, we carried out four stages: data
collection, pre-processing, data analysis, and evaluation,

as shown in Figure 1.

Table 1
Ranking of the 5 most dominant hotel chains in Spain
Hotel chain Facebool fan page Hotel establishments Rooms

2020 2019 2020 2019
Melid Hotels International ~ @MeliaHotelsinternational 137 143 33,249 34,172
Barcel6 Hotel Group @barcelohotels 66 65 16,735 16,421
Eurostars Hotel Company @hoteleseurostars 141 133 14,711 13,728
NH Hotel Group @NH.Hotels 99 106 12,105 12,786
Riu Hotels & Resort @Riuhoteles 28 29 11,540 11,318

Source: HOSTELTUR (2021).

DATA COLLECTION

Downloading Facebook posts

PRE-PROCESSING

Translation into English
Lower-casing and filtering
Stemming

Lemmatization
Identification of n-grams
Definition of stop words

Time series
Word frequencies
DATA ANALYSI
e Word clouds
Semantic networks
Representation and visualization of
EVALUATION

results and their interpretation.

Figure 1. Data collection and analysis
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3.1 Data collection

On March 11 2020, the World Health Organization
officially declared a global pandemic following the
outbreak of COVID-19 (World Health Organization,
2020). In Spain, a state of alert was declared on March
14 of the same year, and the population was placed
under lockdown. At the beginning of May 2020, a
period of adaptation began with the gradual relaxation
of confinement measures and restrictions on mobility,
which ended on June 21. However, the effects of this
crisis on tourism were prolonged by a reluctance to
travel to destinations or to stay at hotels.

Based on this situation, a temporal horizon of six
months was chosen for the data collection period from the
start of lockdown in Spain, in other words, from March
14, 2020 to September 14 of that same year. In this way,
the content of the messages could be observed throughout
lockdown and the re-opening of the establishments. With
the purpose of comparing the communication strategies
of 2020 with those of the previous year, the messages
published by the hotel chains during the same period
of 2019 were also compiled (Supplementary Material
- Supplementary Data 1 — database). Other studies
investigating FGC on Facebook have used samples ranging
from one or two months (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013;
Hong etal., 2016; Ketter, 2016; Park et al., 2018; Tafesse,
2015) to 12 months (Minazzi & Lagrosen, 2013). More
specifically, some studies focusing on tourism crises have
used longitudinal time samples shorter than six months
(Camarinha eral., 2021; Ketter, 2016; Park etal., 2018).
Therefore, based on the literature, a 12-month period
(6 months in 2019 and 6 months in 2020) was chosen
for this study.

The posted messages were manually indexed by
noting down the hotel chain, the date of posting, the
message format (link, photo, status, survey, text or video),
and the text of the message for each post. The messages
were collected in both Spanish and English, and duplicate

messages in both languages were removed.
3.2 Pre-processing

Before processing the data in the messages, manual
pre-processing was performed to clean the corpus as
much as possible. This phase started with the translation
into English of the messages published in Spanish for
a wider dissemination of the study (Supplementary

Material - Supplementary Data 2 — translated database).

‘The messages were then pre-processed, which included the
usual procedures (Feizollah et al., 2021; Jabreel etal., 2017;
Liu et al., 2018; Tang et al., 2018; Xiong et al., 2019):
lowercasing and filtering (all URLs, numbers, usernames,
hotel chains, and establishments were removed, and a
preliminary list of words with their frequencies was created
using the NodeXL software, ignoring a list of stop words);
stemming (a new list of words was placed in singular and
the verbs that were not in gerundive or participle forms
were changed to infinitives); lemmatization (removing
only the morphemic endings, leaving only the root word
or lemma); identification of n-grams (combining word
pairs that often occurred together and needed to be treated

as a single concept).
3.3 Data analysis

After processing the messages, two lists of words
and n-grams were generated, one for 2019 and another
for 2020. With this information, a descriptive analysis
of the words most used by each hotel chain in the two
study periods was performed, using word clouds (the 50
most used words) to show the differences between them.
In addition, the publication dates and message format
were compared by year of study.

Subsequently, a list of co-occurrence terms was
generated using NodeXL (Eddington, 2018; Hongetal.,
2016; Park et al., 2018; Sevin, 2014; Youn & Jung,
2021), which served as the basis for the semantic network
analysis and from which all the hashtags were excluded
as they implied a complete concept. After obtaining this
initial list of co-occurrence terms, only those word pairs
whose frequency was higher than 2 cases were considered.
These data were incorporated into a new file and, again
using NodeXL, the semantic networks were created using
the clustering algorithm of Clauset-Newman-Moore
(Clauset etal., 2004; Eddington, 2018; O’Regan & Choe,
2023). The aim of the analysis was to place the words (nodes
or vertices) that shared more connections (edges) with
other words into a single cluster. Considering the nature
of the content, the clusters could reveal similar thematic
elements, thus helping to contextualize the different
topics identified through the semantic network analysis.

Two semantic network structures were then
generated, one for each year, without differentiating
between hotel chains. The study focused on those clusters
composed of at least 4 words. Each of these clusters was
weighted according to the number of repeated words

it contained.
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Then, labels were assigned to identify the topics
of each cluster. To do this, a team of three researchers
discussed and assigned the labels depending on the most
important words of each group and the contextualization of
some word pairs from a close reading of the posts in which
they were found. Finally, the topics were divided into two
categories: 1) promotional messages, aimed at promoting
the service through the transmission of information about
the establishment/destination and economic incentives;
2) non-promotional messages, emphasizing emotional

and social aspects and entertainment.

4. Results

4.1 Descriptive analysis

Initially, 1,335 messages written in Spanish and
English were compiled, and after removing those that were
duplicated in both languages, 1,317 messages (852 in 2019
and 465 in 2020) were analyzed. After pre-processing these

messages, two lists of words and n-grams were obtained,
consisting of 2,453 terms for 2019 and 1,604 for 2020
(Supplementary Material - Supplementary Data 3 — list
of words and n-grams).

An initial analysis of the data showed us that the
publication of the Facebook posts by the hotel chains
had undergone substantial changes, both in the quantity
of messages published and in their format (Figure 2).
In 2019, a certain stability in the volume of the messages
was observed over several months, with an important peak
in mid-June for the preparation of the summer season.
In 2020, low levels of activity on the Facebook accounts
were observed during the lockdown period, and the increase
in July was due to the publication of information about
the reopening of the installations. Nevertheless, the low
demand for tourism in that year, after the lockdown period,
kept activity on the Facebook accounts below the levels
of 2019. In particular, the average daily rate of messages
fell from 4.6 in 2019 to 2.5 in 2020, considering all the

publications of the five hotel chains.

Number of posts

E F B & & & & 8

1.99% ~1.17%

m Photos
m \Video
m Links

m Status

— 1 s— 020

nnnnnn

2020
1.94% _ 0.43% __0.22%

|

® Photos
= Video
w Links
m Survey

m Text

Figure 2. Evolution of the number of Facebook posts and message formats (2019-2020)
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On the other hand, with regard to the changing
formats of the posts, there was a clear increase in videos
in 2020, from 10.75% to 23.87%, in place of photos.
Likewise, the survey and text format appeared in 2020,
though with very few examples.

With respect to the analysis of the words published
in the posts, there were significant differences between the
two years under study (Table 2). Although “stay,” “win,”
and “enjoy” were among the four most frequently used

» o«

open” and, of course,

words in both periods, “today,
“safe,” all climbed quite significantly in the ranking in 2020.

'The individual study of each Facebook profile showed
differences between the different hotel chains (Figure 3).
In particular, the case of Melid Hotels International stood
out, as the most frequent words used in 2019 were oriented
towards enjoying the experience, the beach and relaxation,
whereas their messages in 2020 were directly focused on the
recovery of reservations. Riu Hotels & Resort also showed
avery different word cloud in 2019 and 2020, giving great
importance in 2020 to information about the re-opening

of the establishments after lockdown.

4..2 Analysis of semantic networks

The initial list of co-occurrence terms for the
semantic network of the set of hotel chains generated a total
of 7,880 pairs in 2019 and 4,473 in 2020 (Supplementary
Material - Supplementary Data 4 — list of co-occurrence
terms). Considering those pairs whose frequencies exceeded
2 cases, 356 co-occurrence pairs were found for the first
year (2019) and 176 for the second year (2020).

Initially, the semantic network generated for 2019
had 36 clusters, while the one for 2020 had 28. After
focusing the study on those clusters composed of at least 4
words, the semantic network for 2019 was represented by
321 edges grouped into 14 clusters, and the one for 2020
had 160 edges grouped into 14 clusters (Supplementary
Material - Supplementary Data 5 — NodeXL results).

The FGC trends reflected in the semantic
networks showed immense differences in both years.
This can be seen in Figure 4 and Figure 5, in which
the words with a higher number of occurrences are

represented in larger sizes.

Table 2
List of the 20 most frequently used words in the messages (2019-2020)
2019 2020
Rank 2019 Word Count Rank 2020 Word Count Change in rank

1 stay 155 1 win 84 41
2 win 127 2 enjoy 72 41
3 enjoy 119 3 day 70 411
4 city 98 4 stay 68 ¥-3
5 holiday 96 5 today 67 +:81
6 summer 94 6 open 65 ++71
7 locate 94 7 holiday 58 $-2
8 know 88 8 time 53 +:20
9 discover 83 9 want 33 +.2
10 booking 79 10 city 53 ¥-6
11 want 78 11 booking 47 ¥-1
12 experience 78 12 visit 45 +124
13 come 73 13 now 45 +:16
14 day 72 14 participate 42 +.:7
15 destination 71 15 discover 42 $-6
16 beach 69 16 free 41 443
17 relax 67 17 destination 40 $-2
18 make 65 18 safe 37 4+ 4488
19 free 64 19 know 36 $-11
20 new 359 20 contest 34 +.7
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With regard to the topics analysis (Tables 3 and 4),
a clear change in the discourse of hotel chains on Facebook
can be observed between 2019 and 2020. Although the
messages related to “incentives to make reservations,”
“competitions,” “invitation to share content on social
networks” and “characteristics of the reservation” were
maintained in both years, all other topics varied. As expected,
there were groups of messages related to COVID-19 in
2020: “G2: safety,” “G6: openings,” “G12: emergency
units” and “G13: security forces.” However, the weight
or relative importance of these topics was low, given the

small number of posts published on these topics (Table 4).

The analysis of the weights of the different
topics showed that the ones that were maintained
over time varied in importance (Tables 3 and 4). For
example, the topic “Incentives to make reservations,”
with the highest weight in 2019 (0.26), was halved in
2020 (0.13). On the other hand, an inverse behavior
was observed for the topic “Competitions,” as its
weight almost doubled to reach a higher value in
2020 (0.21).

If we take into account the classification of the
promotional and non-promotional topics (Tables 3 and 4),
we can see a lower weight of the latter in 2019 (35%).

Top words

Promotional/ Non-promotional

Table 3
Summary of the topics forming the semantic network of messages in 2019
Group Topic Vertices Edges Weight
G1 Incentives r.o make 47 70 0.26
reservations
2 Characrcnst.lcs c.)f location/ 30 31 0.12
destination
G3 Invirations.to share content 25 2% 0.07
on social networks
G4 Competitions 22 42 0.11
G5 Experience 18 18 0.09
G6 Ideal place 18 18 0.07
G7 Travel 16 15 0.08
G8 Discover/relax 14 14 0.09
G9 Reservation characteristics 6 6 0.02
G10 All-inclusive 6 6 0.03
Gl11 Galicia*-nature 5 4 0.01
G12 Swimming pool 5 4 0.02
G13 Family 4 3 0.02
Gl4 Room 4 3 0.01

Stay, enjoy, holiday,
summer, book, destination,
perfect, now, next, start.
City, locate, beach, view,
island, beauty, sea, water,
Caribbean, heart.
New, share, see, open,
edition, follow, post, Euros,
Instagram, idea.

Win, participate, photo,
contest, great, take part,
prize, raffle, link, enter.
Experience, want, offer,
restaurant, live, unique,
breakfast, special,
gastronomy, delicious.
Place, find, ideal, look,
welcome, need, miss, adult
only, everything, thing.
Know, make, time, trip, go,
still, last, home, already,
minute.

Discover, come, day, relax,
night, visit, comfort, magic,
disconnect, atmosphere.
Free, check out, activity,
late, prepare, check in,
Service, exclusive, facility, all
inclusive, thank, very much
Nature, environment, park,
Galicia, Ria de Arousa.
Pool, swim, area, infinity,
outdoor.

Travel, family, celebrate,
anniversary.

Room, leave, indifferent,
upside down.

Promotional

Promotional

Non-promotional

Non-promotional

Promotional

Promotional

Non-promotional

Non-promotional

Promotional
Promotional
Promotional
Promotional
Promotional

Promotional

* Galicia is a region of Spain
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Table 4
Summary of the topics forming the semantic network of messages in 2020
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Promotional/ Non-promotional

Group Topic Vertices Edges Weight Top words (Group 2019)
Win, stay, visit, participate,
Gl Competitions 25 32 0.21 contest, go, thank, night, Non-promotional (G4)
follow, raffle.
Safe, travel, summer, home,
G2 Safety (COVID-19) 19 18 0.11 make, dream, feel, health, Promotional
imagine, live.
Day, holiday, time, want,
G3 Desire for holidays 17 19 0.17  know, leave, spend, share, still, Non-promotional
come.
Enjoy, city, booking, now,
G4 Incentives to make reservations 11 10 0.13  discover, wait, good, breakfast, Promotional (G1)
discount, club.
Destination, back, find, next,
GS Destination/escape 10 9 0.08 life, trip, edition, give away, Promotional
meet, perfect.
Today, open, remember,
G6 Open 8 7 0.07  wonder, bring, show, Canary Promotional
Island, door.
Invitations to share content on Story, tell, Instagram, use, .
G7 social networks 8 7 0.04 accounryt, short, progﬁle, Twitter. Non-promotional (G3)
G8  Feelings of unity/friendship/love 8 7 0.05 LA;:;;E‘?’{::;E’ ?iril{?fse’r::?, Non-promotional
Beach, surprise, beauty,
G9 Beach 7 6 0.05 country, island, incredible, Promotional
del Carmen.
G10 Reservation characteristics 7 8 0.04 Free, }.10ur, cancel, luck, check Promotional (G9)
in, check out, late.
Gl11 Appearance of the water 4 3 0.01 Water, crystal, warm, clear. Promotional
UME Unidad Militar
G12  Emergency units (COVID-19) 4 3 0.01 de Emergencias Non-promotiona]
[Emergency Military Unit]
GI13  Security forces (COVID-19) 4 3 0.01  Measure, security, force, corps. Non-promotiona]
Gl4 Challenges/ideas 4 3 0.02 New, challenge, idea, tester. Non-promotional

This situation changes in 2020, when Facebook is used
to a greater extent to convey feelings of unity, encourage
participation and provide entertainment during lockdown,

increasing non-promotional posts to 51% (Figure 6).

5 Discussion and conclusions

The tourism industry can and must use
communications media in general, and social media in
particular, to communicate frequently with the public
about its good practices in the face of the crisis (Chen et al.,
2021). In this sense, the coronavirus pandemic has
implied an opportunity to adjust the FGC strategies of
the hotel sector by changing the topics of the messages

on social media.

With regard to the first objective, and in
response to RQ1, semantic network analysis identified
14 hidden topics in both 2019 and 2020. To address
RQ2, these topics were classified based on their
promotional content (incentives to make reservations,
characteristics of location/destination, experience,
ideal place, reservation characteristics, all-inclusive,
Galicia-nature, swimming pool, family, room, safety,
destination/escape, open, beach, and appearance of the
water) and non-promotional content (invitations to
share content on social networks, competitions, travel,
discover/relax, desire for vacations, feelings of unity/
friendship/love, emergency units, security forces, and

challenges/ideas).
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Location/destination
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Incentives to make a
reservation

Competitions

Wishing for holidays
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reservation
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Figure 6. Proportional comparison of topics used in 2019 and 2020

In response to RQ3a, there were 4 topics that
remained consistent in the communication strategies of hotel
chains on social networks in both years, but with varying
importance. However, in the study by Musanovi¢ et al.
(2023), only the promotional topic “special offer” was
repeated from 2019 to 2020.

It is important to highlight that over 60% of
the messages published by hotel chains on Facebook in
2019 were of a promotional nature. This proportion that
was also reflected in the results of Molina et al. (2020),
which applied to DMOs in Spain, and in the study of
Minazzi and Lagrosen (2013) on hotel chains in Europe.

304]

Therefore, in response to RQ3b, our study nevertheless
showed a change in trend for non-promotional posts,
which increased from 35% in 2019 to 51% in 2020.
For RQ3c, among the topics in 2020 that differed
from those found in 2019, three topics were specific to
COVID-19: safety, emergency units, and security forces.
However, it was necessary to consider other topics directly
related to the closure and reopening of establishments due
to lockdown: open, feelings of unity/friendship/love, and
challenges/ideas (aimed at entertaining people during the
lockdown). The study by Kwok etal. (2022) also distinguished
between COVID-19 and non-COVID-19 messages.

Jomom
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In their study, they emphasized the weight of messages
related to ingratiation, which is similar to the findings in
our work regarding emergency units and security forces.

Consequently, to address the second objective,
it was observed that COVID-19 changed the discourse of the
hotel chains on Facebook. These changes in the structures
of the semantic networks were also made evident in the
work of Park et al. (2018) on the most popular words
and dimensions before and during Hurricane Irma in
2017. In fact, as proposed in the research of Ketter and
Avraham (2021), some topics specifically related to the
pandemic were noted in 2020, especially one dedicated
to COVID-19-safe destinations. However, it must be
highlighted that Facebook was not used as the main
channel for information about the pandemic, which
is in line with the results of Camarinha et al. (2021).
In particular, the messages disseminated through Facebook
were along the same lines as those found in the research of
Ketter and Avraham (2021), such as spreading hope and
inspiration, the brotherhood of man, longing, and nostalgia;
as well as gratitude towards professionals and volunteers,
as found in the study of Camarinha et al. (2021). The
importance of this type of topic, which focuses on unity,
love, and victim support, was also appreciated in the study
of Barbe and Pennington-Gray (2018), in which both a
health crisis situation and a terrorist situation were analyzed.

According to Sigala (2020), the nature, unprecedented
circumstances, and impacts of COVID-19 are signs of a
different crisis. In other circumstances, such as natural
disasters, FGC strategies have focused on restoring the image
of the tourist destination or establishment (Kertter, 2016;
Pennington-Gray et al., 2011). During the pandemic, on the
other hand, hotel chains also used Facebook to accompany
users, entertain them, and maintain the emotional connection
with the brand, responding to the demands of society
(Edelman, 2020), all this without forgetting the quest to
encourage reservations by maintaining the desire to travel
and promoting destinations. Nevertheless, the reduction
in the activity level of the Facebook profiles analyzed in
2020 also reflects that they could have better exploited
their potential, especially in the period of confinement,
in which the number of users and time dedicated to this
social media increased by 37% (KANTAR, 2020). The
low economic cost of using social networks makes them
particularly attractive for small and medium-sized enterprises,
which are more vulnerable to crises due to their lower levels
of resources. In this sense, government support is crucial

to promote the use of social networks by businesses, by

reinforcing infrastructures to accelerate digital services and
supporting technological capabilities (Heredia et al., 2022;
Japutra & Situmorang, 2021).

5.1 Theoretical contributions

This study contributes to the literature on the
crisis in tourism and hospitality in several ways. Firstly, it
extends the literature on content strategies in prolonged
tourism crises, which may differ from those used in sudden
crises such as terrorist attacks, earthquakes, hurricanes,
or health-related crises such as the SARS outbreak in
Asia and the Ebola epidemic (Ketter & Avraham, 2021).

Secondly, this work contributes to expanding
the limited number of studies on FGC within the field of
tourism during times of crisis, which have mainly focused
on the analysis of DMOs (Ketter, 2016; Ketter & Avraham,
2021; Huertas et al., 2020; Pennington-Gray etal., 2011),
with few studies focusing on hotels (Kwok et al., 2022;
Musanovié et al., 2023).

Thus, this study adds to the research on audience-
focused marketing strategies and the investigation of
prolonged image crisis management in tourism, allowing
for a comparison of communication actions on social media
between destination organizations and accommodation
companies. Specifically, it was observed that audience-
based strategies aimed at creating affinity were the most
popular in both the accommodation sector and tourist
destinations to overcome the challenges of COVID-19.
This result raises questions about the differences in
communication strategies between private and public
companies in the tourism sector, as well as in the tourism
image repair model, which is designed for short-term
crises (Ketter & Avraham, 2021; Sigala, 2020).

In addition, unlike other studies on the effect of
COVID-19 on FGC in tourism (Camarinha et al., 2021;
Huertas et al., 2020; Ketter & Avraham, 2021; Kwok etal.,
2022), we conducted a comparative study with respect to
2019 in order to assess the changes that occurred in social
network communications. While the study by Musanovi¢ etal.
(2023) also compares the content of messages from 2019
and 2020, it only analyzes the case of 5-star hotels, which
have different characteristics and target audience compared
to other hotel categories. Therefore, this study is an extension
of the literature on the adaptability of tourism companies
and their communication on social media, and may
contribute to determining the typology of strategies to be
used in future prolonged tourism crises, where the same

crisis affects both companies and stakeholders.
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Furthermore, this work extends the research
on FGC during the pandemic by adding a specific
analysis of Facebook to the limited number of studies
on COVID-19 and FGC in tourism (Kwok et al., 2022;
Musanovic¢ et al., 2023). The study by Camarinha et al.
(2021) examines this social network together with
Twitter in an aggregated manner, without providing
specific data for Facebook, while other studies have
focused on content published exclusively through
Twitter (Huertas et al., 2020) or YouTube (Ketter &
Avraham, 2021).

From a methodological perspective, this study
is innovative in applying semantic networks to FGC
in tourism, as previous studies have focused on UGC
(Feizollah et al., 2021; Park et al., 2018; Yoon &
Chung, 2018a).

5.2 Managerial implications

Odur results revealed that hotel chains changed
their discourse on social media during the COVID-19
crisis, adapting the content of their messages. This strategy
is coherent when both tourism companies or destinations
and the target audience are affected by the same crisis,
which disrupts consumers’ emotions and changes their
mood (Hang et al., 2020).

Although the analyzed companies adapted their
FGC, increasing the emotional connection with the
brand through non-promotional posts, the full potential
of Facebook was not exploited as the number of posts
was reduced, as also noted in the work of Kwok et al.
(2022). Therefore, we recommend that in future crises,
tourism companies, due to their vulnerability, should
take advantage of the low cost of using social media to
increase their activity with the intention of impacting their
brand equity. Additionally, hotel companies do not seem
to have fully utilized the power of social media to share
COVID-19-related information with their stakeholders, as
new pandemic-related topics accounted for only 13% of
content. On the positive side, it is worth noting the increase
in video posts during the first period of the pandemic,
which have a higher degree of vividness, contributing to
a real and engaging virtual brand experience (Cvijikj &
Michahelles, 2013; De Vries et al., 2012; Herndndez-
Ortega etal., 2020; Kwok et al., 2022; Shahbaznezhad etal.,
2021; Tafesse, 2015). Therefore, the commitment to
digitalization in the accommodation sector is considered

crucial for the sector’s resilience (Duarte Alonso et al.,
2020; Japutra & Situmorang, 2021; Jiang & Wen, 2020).

300]

Lifestyle changes driven by the coronavirus crisis have led
to significant advances in digital platforms in society. In
this regard, as pointed out by Heng Wei et al. (2023),
companies need to start emphasizing FGC now that the
pandemic has changed the marketing landscape. Therefore,
digital marketing through social media should be used
not only to communicate good practices in relation
to crisis management (Chen et al., 2021), but also to
communicate their SDG-related sustainability strategies to
their stakeholders after the pandemic is over (Chopraetal.,
2022) as part of their non-promotional posts, which can
be more effective than exclusively promotional messages
(Ge & Gretzel, 2017; Hernindez-Ortega et al., 2020;
Molina et al., 2020; Pino et al., 2019).

5.3 Limitations and future research avenues

Among the limitations of our study, we can
highlight that we focused on only one social network
and on a limited number of hotel chains. It could be
interesting to analyze the topics of the same firms in
other social networks, such as Twitter and Instagram, as
well as to increase the number of hotel chains studied.

While the effects and management strategies of
the coronavirus crisis in the tourism sector have been
analyzed in recent years, the complexity of this situation has
meant that other approaches, which could be of significant
relevance to other crises, have remained unexplored. The
internationalization of the tourism sector, the globalization
of the economy and the boom in digitalization have
greatly improved the environment for the use of social
media as a tool to enhance the resilience of the sector.
Therefore, further analysis of the social media messages of
companies and their use during a crisis is essential. Future
research could consider the use of other semantic content
analysis techniques to study the level of interaction of the
messages according to the topics assigned by the researchers.
The underlying purpose would be to identify the most
relevant topics for users and to align communication

policies and strategies with those same topics.
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