DOI 10.20544/HORIZONS.A.31.2.22.P25
UDC 338.483.11:615.838]:004.773.6/.7:303.62(497.11)“2019/2021*

SOCIAL MEDIA AND SPA TOURISM BEFORE AND
DURING COVID-19"

Sandra Dramiéanin, PhD
University of Kragujevac, Faculty of Hotel Management and Tourism
Vrnjacka Banja, Serbia,sandradramicanin@hotmail.com

Goran Peri¢, PhD
Academy of Professional Studies South Serbia, Department of Business
Studies Blace, Serbia, goran.peric@vpskp.edu.rs

Momc¢ilo Coni¢, PhD
Academy of Professional Studies South Serbia, Department of Business
Studies Leskovac, Serbia, conic.momcilo@vpsle.edu.rs

ABSTRACT

As COVID-19 pandemic has left great consequences on all economic
activities, social media has served as a vastly helpful communication tool for
most industries, including tourism. The spa destinations are trying to attract
tourists by changing the way of using social media while adapting to the new
situation. The aim of this paper is to analyze the social media used in the
promotion of spa tourism. The authors compare two different phases: pre-
COVID-19 and during COVID-19 using data collected from 126owners of
tourist accommodation in spas destination. The research showed that during
the period of COVID-19, the respondents most often use Instagram and
Booking, they post the content most often once a week using photos and
text. In addition, the results show that the respondents emphasize the
location and price (in the pre- COVID-19), but during the COVID-19
pandemic, they put importance on health safety andcleanliness.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media has always been an important factor in tourism. Small and
large companies in tourist destinations must be aware of this and take
advantage of the new opportunities that are opening up in the sector, but also
adapt to new trends in times like the COVID-19 pandemic. Tourism and
technology go together and now, in the modern world, it is impossible to
understand them without each other.

Choices of internet platforms, social networks, and virtual communities have
become important places for exchanging information. Accessibility,
uniqueness, influence, interactivity, acceptance of social media is an
exceptional tool in the promotion of destination. For that reason, the ability
to recognize the needs and desires of travelers at a certain moment and the
way of presenting them through social media is important for the success of
the company's business in the tourism market.

Over time, various social media have forced entities operating in the tourism
market to face new technological solutions and adapt their business in that
direction. Considering the characteristics of the tourist service, it is
necessary to bring it closer to the potential tourist in the best possible way. In
that context, social media play aenormously important role, because they
enable the sharing of images (photos), videos, comments and 360°
panoramas. With the development of the Internet, social media has become
the main communication tool for promoting tourist destinations,
accommodation facilities and other travel services.

A tourist crisis like COVID-19 implies unexpected events that initiate
disruptive changes in the entire tourist system, resulting in the loss of
reservations, arrivals and stays. Tourism in spa destinations was forced to
stop due to the unexpected outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. And the
bearers of the tourist offer have come to a situation where they face a lack of
guests. The crisis has also resulted in changes in communication, so spa
destinations have turned to more frequent use of social media. In order to
attract guests, they had to devise a strategy on how to do it in challenging
times when safety and health care come first.

The tourism industry is one of the sectors that have benefited the most from
the internet and as a result social media has become an integral part of every
spa tourism promotion and planning. The link between spa tourism and
social media is closer than ever, and promote services and reach tourists in a
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more personal way. Due to the uncertainty caused by the pandemic, tourists
need to get the necessary information in order to make the right decision
regarding travel. With the courageous presence of the Internet in today's
world, social media can be one of the most effective tools for marketing and
destination promotion. Social media has proven to be the main means of
communication.

This study investigates how the pandemic changed the communication of the
spa destination on social media. The aim was to compare data on social
media and their content related to accommodation capacity in spa
destinations in the period before and during the COVID-19 pandemic.

SOCIAL MEDIA IN TOURISM

Social media allows a large number of users to access the Internet to share,
collaborate, publish, modify, update, evaluate and like of various contents.
The approach is based on community and joint action, within tourists can
activate, connect, collaborate with others in real time at any time and from
anywhere on the planet (Bulatovi¢ et al., 2019).The social media has become
the main source of information for tourism workers and tourists who have
increased requirements and preferences (Leung, 2013). The transformation
from passive searching for information, content creation, collaboration and
networking by using the Internet, into an interactive tool with a new
opportunity for easy obtaining information for tourist exchanging opinions
with other people, booking trips, payments is very significant today
(Angeleski et al, 2018). Social media is a global phenomenon that has a great
impact on society, especially in terms of opportunities for new ways of
communication that have found wide application in modern business, such
as tourism (Jevti¢ et al., 2021). Social media has the following role in
tourism: destination examination, social communication, educational role,
transmission of culture, fun and sales (media are the main resources of
advertising) (Bertrand, 2018). Social media is an increasingly important
instrument of strategic communications in spa tourism and a basic channel
for transmitting messages and information and building quality relationships
with tourists.

Nowadays, it is impossible to imagine the functioning of tourism without the
social media (Dramicanin et al., 2020). In the context of tourism, the social
media influence the arrangement of opinions and expectations of tourists
regarding spa destinations, tourism service providers and owners of
accommodation facilities, given that they play a key role in creating and
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managing their image and brand. Considering the role of social media in
tourism, they can be classified as (Mei et al., 2017):

l.paid media: TV commercials, spots, advertisements in print media,
Internet and social media,

2.earned media- related to publicity,

3.owned media- which refer to media,

4.entity owns: websites, blogs, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,

5.shared media: which refer to interactions through social media.

Planned, designed, strategic creation of internet connections between the spa
destination and tourists is the key of increasing the visits, so online existence
has become imperative for both, and since the emergence of social media
two-way communication and personal feedback, reviews and impressions of
tourists have become mandatory and almost decisive in choosing
destinations, accommodation, transportation and other services (Xiang et al.,
2011). The change in the way of communication and the content itself has
conditioned the change in the way in which tourists assemble important
information. There is more trust in social media networks and information
they collect and synchronize with other tourists. Social media requires all
marketing activities integration and uses believable advertising to provide a
competitive product and service experience (Zivkovi¢, 2014).

Experiences and knowledge about the offer and tourist destinations, as well
as their evaluation, are gained through social exchange and interaction of
social network participants (Masi¢, 2016). Strategic and tactical management
of this type of communication is necessary in order to take advantage of new
opportunities, introduce innovations and strengthen the competitiveness of
spa tourist destinations and owners of tourist accommodation (Tham et al.,
2013). Social media as marketing tool have the potential to change the
relationship between the spa destination and tourists (Gohil, 2015).

In recent years, social media has become one of the most influential and
useful tools that a spa destination can use. It is necessary for the owner of
accommodation capacities to create useful content on their social media
platforms, because the use of social media has made it possible to increase
the capacity utilization.

TOURISM IN SPA DESTINATIONS DURING COVID-19

Tourism industry has been facing numerous challenges recently, which are
completely new and unknown to theory and practice (Marjanovi¢ et al.,
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2020). As the world is facing an unprecedented global health, social and
economic emergency with the COVID-19 pandemic, travel and tourism is
among the most affected sectors with airplanes on the ground, hotels closed
and travel restrictions put in place in virtually all countries around the world
(UNWTO, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic is different from all modern
pandemics. There are three key characteristics that make it stand
out.Initially, this is a real pandemic, compared to SARS. Secondly, is its
complexity in relation to the financial crisis, natural disasters, epidemics and
terrorist attacks. The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all spheres of life
and economy, and the crisis is expected to continue to spill over from one
sector to another. Third, the duration of the pandemic stands out. Almost two
years after the outbreak, no final end is in sight, despite the fact that the
situation has generally improved (Canhoto et al., 2021).

Measures taken to prevent the spread of COVID-19 (social distancing, travel
and movement bans, community movement bans, self-isolation, gathering
restrictions) have stopped global travel, tourism (including spa tourism) and
leisure activities (Lukovi¢ et al., 2020). Tourism is certainly one of the most
affected activities, considering that it is a service activity that includes travel
to a certain destination and direct contact of tourists with service providers
(in this paper work: spa destinations and owners of accommodation
facilities). The emergence of the COVID-19 virus has led to the adoption of
measures to ban travel by a large number of destinations, which has further
reduced the number of tourist trips (Marinkovi¢ et al., 2021). Already,
during 2020, several studies were published on the impact of the pandemic
on the spa industry and tourism, with an emphasis on how it can contribute
to improving the health of people with COVID-19. Based on the analysis,
the pandemic significantly affected spa businesses and the extent of damage
cannot yet be responsibly assessed, neither can predict with certainty the
development of the situation in the future (Senkova, 2021).

In order for tourism develop (such as spa tourism), without any risks to the
safety of trip participants, open borders, stable political, social and
economic, as well as health and safety conditions are necessary (Peri¢ et al.,
2021). The purpose of informing about risks is to make clear, instruct or
advise potential tourists of possible critical situations that may happen at the
destination (Dramicanin et al., 2021).

METHODOLOGY

The research methodology was based on primary data from an online
questionnaire (distributed through social networks). Total number of
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respondents was 126; they were the owners of tourist accommodation in spa
destinations on the territory of the Republic of Serbia. The research was
conducted during March-April 2022. The aim of the research was to
compare two phases: before and during the COVID-19, through the analysis
social media used in the promotion of spa tourism. The similarities and
differences in the ways of using social media will be mentioned.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The questionnaire consisted of 12 closed-ended questions. The questionnaire
is divided into two parts. The first part consists of the questions related to the
socio-demographic characteristics of respondents; the other 8 questions were
closely related to social media and the promotion of spa tourism. The
demographic structure of the respondents is shown in Table 1.

Table 1.Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents

Characteristic N %
Gender

Female 79 62.70

Male 47 37.30
Level of Education

High school 78 6191

Academic degree 35 27.78

Master degree 12 9.52

PhD degree 1 0.79
Age

18-25 6 4.76

26-35 57 45.24

36-45 39 30.95

46-55 18 14.29

56-65 6 4.76
Type of accommodation

Private accommodation (house, studio, 100 79.37
apartment, villa)

Hotel (hotel, garni hotel, motel) 26 20.63

Source: Author's, based on research

The largest number of respondents is female (79 respondents- 62.70%), with
a high school diploma (78 respondents- 61.91%), aged between 26-35 (57
respondents- 45.24%) and owning private accommodation (100 respondents-
79.39 %).
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In the second part of the questionnaire, respondents answered questions
related to social media that they have used and are currently using to
promote their accommodation facilities in spa destinations. The questions
were combined on the method before and during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The influence of social media in spa destination can be viewed from three
perspectives: the tourist, the owner of the accommodation and the analysis of
the published content. From a tourist perspective, it is important to
understand the influence of factors that motivate and influence tourists. From
the perspective of the accommodation owner: the impact of online content
on capacity utilization. The content which is created on social media by the
owners raises the level of trust and expectations from by potential tourists
(Agbi, 2019).

The next question was about the type of social media they used before and
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Respondents were able to mark multiple
answers (Table 2).

Table 2. Type of social media

Before COVID-19 During COVID-19

Facebook 100 79.37% 83 65.87%

Instagram 81 64.29% 124 98.41%

Booking 65 51.59% 102 80.95%

Website 39 30.95% 45 35.71%

Other (Youtube, 27 21.43% 42 33.33%

Airbnb, Twitter, Vrbo-

ex HomeAway)

Source: Author's, based on research

Based on the answers of the respondents, it can be concluded that in the
period during the COVID-19 pandemic, only the use of the social network
Facebook decreased, while other channels of promotion and distribution of
content via social media increased (mostly Instagram).

The Instagram platform is partly blamed for excessive tourism in many
destinations. Many photos that appeared on Instagram helped bring new
tourists to their destinations, resulting in a rapid influx of tourists. As the
popularity of social networks grows and the presence of travel companies
grows, consumers demand more direct forms of communication.
Engagement with companies on social media increased during the pandemic.
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Research shows that social media spending increased by 72% during the
pandemic, highlighting the level of utilization (Market Research, 2021).

The next question was the frequency of publishing content on social media
(Table 3).

Table 3. Frequency of publishing content on social media

Before COVID-19 During COVID-19

2-3 days 38 30.16% 42 33.33%

Once a week 35 27.78% 18 14.29%

Every day 25 19.84% 58 46.03%

Several times per 16 12.70% 6 4.76%
month

Once a year 12 9.52% 2 1.59%

Source: Author's, based on research

During the COVID-19 pandemic, respondents were more likely to post
content via social media. The biggest jump was noticed with the item: “I
post content every day”, where the percentage of responses has increased by
more than 100%.

The approach and form of displaying content about spa destination and
accommodation on social media depends on the characteristics of media
(texts, photos, videos and maps). The advantage of communication via social
media is reflected in the fact that information available to far more tourists
than they are these is some classic types of communication (printed
materials, television shows, promotions, etc.). Unlike of the mentioned types
of communication, on socialmedia are offered interactivity in developing
relationships between stakeholders and tourists, which plays a key role in
communicating and developing relationships with potential tourists (Bozi¢,
2018).

The next question was about type of content that respondents used most
often to promote their accommodation in spa destination before and during

COVID-19 (Table 4).

Table 4. Type of content

Before COVID-19 During COVID-19

Photo 64 50.79% 35 27.78%
Video 23 18.25% 25 19.84%
Text 18 14.29% 34 26.98%

336




Paid advertisements | 21 | 1667% | 32 | 2540%

Source: Author's, based on research

Before COVID-19 respondents most often used photos (images) in
promotion on social media, and during the pandemic period, they used text
and paid advertising more than before COVID-19 period.

A direct connection between the content of social media in tourism and the
engagement of tourists has been noticed (Omebe, 2021).

When constructing content for social media, the owners of accommodation
capacities in spa destinations put emphasis on certain categories in the hope
that in that way they will attract a larger number of tourists. In the next
question, respondents had the opportunity to select several categories of
answers related to the content on social media (Table 5).

Table 5. Content of social media

Before COVID-19 During COVID-19

Location 81 64.29% 63 50.00%

Price 72 51.14% 49 38.39%

Comfort 56 44.44% 42 33.33%

Cleanliness 42 3.33% 84 66.67%

Value for money 40 31.75% 44 34.92%

Facilities 34 26.98% 20 15.87%

Tourists attraction near 29 23.02% 14 11.11%
property

Health care 12 3.92% 80 63.49%

Source: Author's, based on research

In the period before the COVID-19 pandemic, respondents most often stated
the location, price and comfort of their accommodation facility in spa tourist
places. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the emphasis was on cleanliness
and health care.

Spa destinations can identify the most popular and unpopular features of
their services among tourists (Flores-Ruiz et al., 2021). These sources of
information are also becoming key promotion resources for companies in the
spa tourism sector (Del Mar Galvez-Rodriguez et al., 2020).
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CONCLUSION

In order for spa tourist destinations and tourist service providers (owners of
accommodation facilities) to take the best position, both in the global
tourism market and in the minds of key stakeholders, it is necessary to
strategically approach communications through social media, as a significant
segment of strategic online communications.

The growth of travel-related applications is likely continue and the tourism
industry must understand the motivating factors and needs of travelers in
order to connect communities based on common interests. Social media is an
extremely effective form of promotion that can be used to increase tourist
loyalty and lead to increased sales. As social media continues to grow, so
will it grow the importance of its use as a promotional tool for spa tourism -
The tourism industry is ready to take over the advantage of social media, as
the industry has long relied heavily on the reputation of the destination,
consumer opinion, dissemination of information and positive advertising.

Social media is becoming a powerful technology that millions of tourists
turn to every day in search of information, contacts and business agreements.
That is why spa destinations (and bearers of accommodation offers) must
find a way to the more they are present on this medium in order to expand
their markets and succeed attract tourists who search the Internet for
information and conditions for their next trip. In addition, how tourist
activity is directly dependent on the amount of information which is
available to potential tourists, is very important for spa destinations presence
on social media, given that it is a very effective tool for exchanging
information.

LIMITATION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The purpose of the paper, therefore, was not to predict the impact of social
media on the future development of spa tourism, but to determine
similarities and differences in the ways of using social media before the
pandemic differed significantly from what happened under its influence. The
future research may include the third phase-post-COVID-19, so it is possible
to compare all three periods (before, during and after).

The limiting factor of this research is the small sample of respondents.
Future research may cover a larger area, and all types of accommodation in
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spa destinations may be included in the research (or only one type: private
accommodation owners or only hotels).

At the same time, during the research, it was concluded that older
respondents do not sufficiently deal with modern channels of promotion,
such as social media. Future research can be done according to the annual
categories of respondents and preferences for the use of social media in
business. In addition, TikTok as a modern social media is not included in
this research, although modern tourists spend a lot of time researching it.
The future research can be launched in the direction of analyzing only social
media videos for the purpose of promoting spa tourism (Youtube, TikTok
and Instagram).

REFERENCES

1. Agbi OyeAnita,Social media platforms and travel destination choises
among international students in Umea, Departman of Geography and
Economic History, Umea University, 2019.

2. AngeleskiMarjan, Zdraveski Dejan, AndonovskiMiroslav, Indentifying
the importance and use of web 2.0 tools and networks in tourism sektor:
Case study of the Republic of Macedonia, Horizonts, Vol. 12, No. 23,
pp. 25-43, 2018.

3. Bertrand Claude Jean, Media ethics and accountability systems,
Routledge, London, 2018.

4. Bozi¢ Aleksandra, Zubanov Veioleta, Znacaj druStvenih mreza u
komunikaciji sa korisnicima usluga u modernom restoraterstvu, TIMS
Acta, Vol. 12, pp. 25-35, 2018.

5. Bulatovi¢ Ljiljana,Bulatovi¢Goran, Social Networks in Tourism, Media
dialogues, Vol. 12, No.4, pp. 83-96, 2019.

6. Canhoto Ana, Wei Liyuan, Hospitality in the time of COVID-19,
International Journal of Hospitality Management, Vol. 95, pp. 1-12,
2021.

7. Del Mar Galvez-Rodriguez Maria, Alonso-Cafiadas Juana, Haro-de-
Rosario, Arturo, Caba-Pérez Maria del Carmen, Exploring best practices
for online engagement via Facebook with local destination management
organisations (DMOs) in Europe: A longitudinal analysis. Tourism
Management Perspectives, Vol. 34, pp. 100636, 2020.

8. Dramicanin Sandra, Peri¢ Goran, Determining the differences in tourist's
risk perception and travel intention suring COVID-19 heoalt crisis: Case
study of Serbia, Tourism challanges amid COVID-19, TISC 2021,
Vrnjacka Banja, pp. 466-483, 2021.

339



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

340

Dramicanin Sandra, San¢anin Branislav, Influence of internet content on
tourist’s desition to visit a cultural tourism destination, Vol. 11, No. 2,
pp. 1-17, 2020.

Flores-Ruiz, David, Adolfo Elizondo-Salto, Maria d.1.O. Barroso-
Gonzalez, Using Social Media in Tourist Sentiment Analysis: A Case
Study of Andalusia during the Covid-19 Pandemic, Sustainability,
Vol. 13, No. 7, pp. 1-19, 2021.

Gohil Neeraj, Role and impact of social media in tourism: A case study
on the initiatives of Madhaya Paradesh State Tourism, International
Journal of Research in Economics and Social Sciences, vol. 5, No. 4, pp.
8-15,2014.

Jevti¢ Jelena, Pavkovi¢ Vladimir, Jevti¢ Goran, The role of social media
in contemporary tourism business, Oditor, Vol. 7, No. 2, pp. 133-156,
2021.

Leung Daniel, Law Rob, Van Hoof Hubert, Buhalis Dimitrios, Social
media in tourism and hospitality: A literature review, Journal of travel &
tourism marketing, Vol. 30, No. 1-2, pp. 3-22, 2013.

Lukovié¢ Stevan, Stojkovi¢ Dragan, COVID-19 pandemic and global
tourism, Hotel and Tourism Management, Vol. 8, No. 2, 79-88, 2020.
Marinkovi¢ Grozdana, Stevanovi¢ Slavica, Performance changes of the
Tourism Sector in the Crises. In: 5th international thematic monograph:
Modern Management Tools and Economy ofTourism Sector in Present
Era. Association of Economists and Managers of the Balkans, Faculty of
Tourism and Hospitality, Belgrade; Ohrid, pp. 425-439, 2021.
Marjanovi¢ Vladislav, Pordevi¢c Dejan, Mladenovi¢ Igor, The
importance of innovations for the suistable development of tourism. XV
International Scientific Conference on Service sector, INSCOSES 2020,
Ohrid, pp.22-30, 11-12 September 2020.

Market Research, Social Media in Travel and Tourism, 2021 Update -
Thematic  Research,  https://www.marketresearch.com/GlobalData-
v3648/Social-Media-Travel-Tourism-Update-14871026/(accessed 5
April 2022)

Masi¢ Sasa, Kosar Nikolina, Hotels and Social Media- Case Study of
Serbia. In: 1st International Scientific Conference Tourism in Function
of Development of the Republic of Serbia: Spa Tourism in Serbia and
Experiences of Other Countries, Vrnjacka Banja, Serbia, pp. 277-295, 2-
4 June 2016.

Mei Wu, Ying Zhao, Symbolic Repertoires for City Branding Beyond
Casinos: The Case of Macau, International Journal of Strategic
Communication, Vol. 11, No. 5, pp. 415-433, 2017.



20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

Obembe Demola, Kolade Oluwaseun, Obembe Funmi, Owoseni
Adebowale, Mafimisebi Oluwasoye, Covid-19 and the tourism industry:
An early stage sentiment analysis of the impact of social media and
stakeholder communication, International Journal of Information
Management Data Insights, Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 1-13, 2021.

Peri¢ Goran, Drami¢anin Sandra, Coni¢ Momcilo, The impact of Serbian
tourists' risk perception on their travel intentions during the COVID-19
pandemic, European Journal of Tourism Research, Vol. 27, No.l1, p.
2705, 2021.

Senkova Anna, KoskovaMartina, Matusikova Daniela, Sambronska
Kristina, Kravfakova Vozarova Ivana, Kotuli¢ Rastislav, Time series
modeling analysis of the development and impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on spa tourism in Slovakia, Sustainability, Vol. 13, pp.1-17,
2021.

Tham Aaron, Croy Galen, Mair Judith. Social Media in Destination
Choice: Distinctive Electronic Word-of-Mouth Dimensions, Journal of
Travel & Tourism Marketing, Vol. 30, No. 1-2, pp. 144-155, 2013.
Zivkovié Radmila, Gaji¢ Jelena, Brdarlvana, The impact of social media
on tourism, Sinteza 2014- E-business in tourism an hospitality industry,
758-761, 2014.

Xiang Zheng, Bing Pan, Travel queries on cities in the United States:
Implications for search engine marketing for tourist destinations,
Tourism Management, Vol. 32, No. 1, pp. 88-97, 2011.

UNWTO, International tourism and COVID-19,
https://www.unwto.org/tourism-data/international-tourism-and-covid-19
(accessed 29 March 2022)

341



