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A B S T R A C T

The consolidation of social media as the main sphere for image formation for tourist destinations requires a
reinterpretation of how and who is leading the image formation process. There are still some gaps in the lit-
erature regarding the structure of virtual (destination) brand communities and the nature and composition of
user-generated content. Conducting a quantitative content analysis of a sample of some 1500 tweets in the Spain
brand community on Twitter (#visitspain) has allowed the author to (1) identify stakeholders, (2) explore the
nature and distribution of affective and cognitive attributes, (3) analyse relationships among those attributes and
with tourism products and place brands, and (4) observe potential seasonal variations over the year. Findings
indicate the need to consider those elements as relevant recommendations for practitioners.

1. Introduction

In recent decades, image formation and projection processes for
tourist destinations have been a main analytical focus of particular
destinations, especially in view of the association between image and
tourist loyalty (Zhang, Fu, Cai, & Lu, 2014). The interest in image
formation processes dates back to work by Gunn (1972) and most
especially her dimorphic theory, according to which images are formed
in two ways: organic images are formed from impressions obtained
from non-commercial information sources, whereas induced images are
formed by the use of marketing tools. Two decades later, Gartner
(1994) made major contributions by depicting eight primary image
subtypes, proposing image formation as a cyclical process in which
stakeholders play a key role and compiling relevant literature from
other fields (Russell & Pratt, 1980; Stern & Krakover, 1993). Gartner
(1994) proposed that primary, organic and induced images have an
impact on two interrelated components in tourist perceptions of the
destination: cognitive attributes, related to a fact-based understanding
of the destination; and affective attributes, reflecting motives for se-
lecting the destination, adding a third component (conative) regarding
tourist behaviour.

Several studies have analysed those attributes more closely, to un-
derstand which set of attributes take precedence, if at all, over the
others. Chon (1990) suggested that destination image was particularly
dependent on cognitive attributes, whereas Baloglu and McCleary
(1999) considered that both operated together to produce a compound
destination image. Kladou and Mavragani (2015), in an analysis of the

weight of each set of attributes in TripAdvisor reviews, found cognitive
attributes to be prevalent, especially in relation to the cultural en-
vironment but also in relation to attractions and activities. Other au-
thors (Beerli & Martin, 2004; Tasci & Gartner, 2007) expanded earlier
models by breaking down the destination image so as to define an
overall image that included what (potential or actual) tourists know
(cognitive), how they feel about what they know (affective) and the
associated behaviour (conative). Yet other authors (Kneesel, Baloglu, &
Millar, 2010; Russell & Pratt, 1980) have discussed how tourists gen-
erate attributes not only as a consequence of a visit but also before, or
even without, a visit.

In their meta-study on destination image and tourist loyalty, Zhang
et al. (2014) note a growing interest in cognitive and affective attri-
butes, with many authors using structural equation modelling (SEM)
and a final construct of each dimension to depict dependence relations
between attributes and the overall destination image. On the basis of
this kind of analysis, several authors (Agapito, Oom do Valle, & da
Costa Mendes, 2013; Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Li, Cai, Lehto, &
Huang, 2010) have indicated that affective attributes have a greater
impact on an individual's behaviour than cognitive attributes and
consequently argue for enhancing the affective component in destina-
tion marketing strategies. More recent studies emphasize the im-
portance of the overall image in the behavioural intentions of tourists
(Papadimitriou, Apostolopoulou, & Kaplanidou, 2015).

Several authors have proposed quantitative measurement of specific
constructs. Beerli and Martin (2004) proposed measuring cognitive
attributes in terms of the nine dimensions of ‘natural resources’,
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‘general infrastructure’, ‘tourism infrastructure’, ‘tourism leisure and
recreation’, ‘culture, history and art’, ‘political and economic factors’,
‘natural environment’, ‘social environment’ and ‘atmosphere of the
place’. Pan and Li (2011) analysed the affective images attached to a
destination, reporting the predominance of labels such as ‘exciting’,
‘happy’ and ‘busy’. Finally, Michael, James, and Michael (2018) de-
scribed nine cognitive and eight affective dimensions, referred to as
tangible and intangible concepts, respectively.

Undoubtedly, the arrival of the Internet and online platforms has
added complexity to destination image formation processes (Ghazali &
Cai, 2014), with destination images nowadays mainly projected and
received in virtual social media communities. While destination man-
agement organizations (DMOs) still play a relevant role in the forma-
tion process, this role is now shared with others, including the tourists
themselves, with the result that destination images are co-created.
Thus, whereas information on the destination previously mainly flowed
in one direction from the DMO to the customers, in social media,
messages are now multi-directional, interactive, dynamic and fluid
(Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014). Indeed, despite strategic promotion and po-
sitioning efforts, since almost anyone has input to image formation and
since tourists acquire images from multiple sources, the process has
become increasingly difficult to control. Put another way, organic (non-
commercial) image formation seems to be gaining ground over induced
(commercial) image formation. Ghazali and Cai (2014) suggest that the
overall destination image is formed by provision intersecting with in-
dividual assessments of cognitive and affective information, resulting in
the conative or behavioural attributes described by Gartner (1994).

In the age of social media influence, affective and cognitive attri-
butes have received considerable attention in the tourism and hospi-
tality literature, most especially in relation to how customers engage
with brands and the corresponding impact on loyalty (van Asperen, de
Rooij, & Dijkmans, 2018). DMOs therefore need to consider potential
links between the composition of attributes and the structure of the
virtual brand community (VBC) associated with their destination. The
fact that a VBC can be composed of one or other type of stakeholder can
make the narrative around the destination in this community give
greater weight to affective or cognitive attributes, or lead to a greater
commitment to or identification with this destination or, on the con-
trary, to a more critical discourse.

DMOs also need to consider the relationship between attributes and
other key brands associated with the destination image, e.g., tourism
‘products’ like the weather (sun, snow), culture, nature, etc. This is a
fundamental relationship for the DMO to determine which of the
tourism products receive more attention (positively or negatively) by
the stakeholders and if this assessment has a more cognitive or affective
profile. Based on this knowledge, DMOs will be able to develop specific
strategies to project the image of the destination from certain products
or a combination thereof, or allocate fewer resources to the marketing
of popular products that are already being commented on in the VBC by
the stakeholders themselves. Furthermore, in a glocalization context,
they need to understand the potential impact of geographic place sub-
brands in explaining broader images/brands. Undoubtedly, in this
context, local brands have acquired and will acquire an even more
important role in forming the image of national destinations. The era of
stereotyped brands associated with a whole country is over and DMOs
now need to increase their work in relation to what resources and
narratives they can offer on a local scale.

2. Destination image formation in social media communities and
narratives

Social media have transformed the way tourist destinations and
DMOs manage and market their resources and services and how tourists
find, use and produce information. Consumer-centric studies of social
media assess the influence of these platforms on consumption, high-
lighting their usefulness, not only in the research phase of travel

planning (Leung, Law, Van Hoof, & Buhalis, 2013), but also in the
sharing of experiences (Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014). Social media are im-
portant for tourists to acquire information but also to generate content
that they communicate to others. This kind of user-generated content
(UGC) has become central to academic discussion, as it acts as a con-
temporary form of word-of-mouth (WOM), referred to as eWOM by
some authors (Fotis, Buhalis, & Rossides, 2012). UGC can potentially
influence tourist decision-making if perceived to be credible, which, in
turn, depends on previous knowledge of the user, the tourist's own
travelling experience and the transmission platform. However, more
focus is needed on the potential of UGC to inform strategic management
perspectives in tourism (Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014).

As for supplier-centric studies, these tend to focus on promotion,
management and research, with few studies discussing specific tourism
products. Social media offer new marketing, networking and knowl-
edge management opportunities to DMOs. For instance, UGC regarding
tourist experiences transmitted through social media have an impact on
destination images (Ghazali & Cai, 2014). Social media also allow in-
formation to be customized and enable cooperative promotional in-
itiatives (Tham, Croy, & Mair, 2013). However, potential challenges
posed by social media for DMOs include the conflict between corporate
and social media cultures, poor levels of formalization and the lack of
an adequate knowledge base (Munar, 2012). At the macro level, na-
tional tourism organizations – at the apex of the complex chain of
DMOs (Dwivedi, Yadav, & Venkatesh, 2011) – transmit destination
images in a variety of ways, but also use a wide variety of social media
platforms.

The main objective of projecting a destination image through an
online platform is to share information with potential networks. While
Facebook and, more recently, YouTube and Instagram, are popular
platforms, Twitter is a particularly useful online application in which to
project a destination image and build a brand's reputation (Yayli,
Bayram, & Bayram, 2011), even though full advantage is not always
taken of its potential for interpersonal communication and networking
(Sevin, 2013). Nowadays a brand is not only created by marketers but
also develops from the perceptions of a myriad of stakeholders, whose
number and characteristics depend on multiple factors, such as the
country where they are based, their technological development and
their networking culture. As Hays, Page, and Buhalis (2013) have in-
dicated, knowledge of and a relationship with followers is crucial in
developing an optimal media strategy.

An intimately related concept is that of the ‘ideological’ construc-
tion (Lange-Faria and Elliot (2012) of virtual communities, where users
engage, collaborate and share with others in real time, with no con-
straints of time or geography. These communities reflect collective
power and intelligence and so need to be taken into consideration by
suppliers. In the currently prevalent consumer-centric paradigm, con-
sumers greatly rely on and trust favourite networks, including networks
they associate with the prestige or solvency of a well-known and
fashionable brand. Social media are therefore not only important
sources of information but are also crucial for socializing (Lange-Faria
& Elliot, 2012). Indeed, the sense of belonging to a community coexists
with the potential for reducing uncertainty and increasing exchange
utility (Wang, Yu, & Fesenmaier, 2002).

Socialization is vital to understanding the social media strategies of
many destinations, as users increasingly demand more motivational
and interactive communications (Kiráľová & Pavlíčeka, 2015). Lam and
Hsu (2006) underlined the importance of reference groups within these
communities, highlighting the fact that some social media users, in
regularly communicating with their existing network, become opinion
leaders. As an organic information source, these users potentially have
a major impact on image formation for particular destinations (Ghazali
& Cai, 2014), in that ‘travel opinion leaders’ or ‘central travellers’ play a
key role in transmitting information to other travellers (Yoo, Gretzel, &
Zach, 2011). Habibi, Laroche, and Richard (2014), who characterized
social media-based brand community members who share experiences

L. Garay Tourism Management Perspectives 32 (2019) 100560

2



online as ‘gurus’, admirers or marketers, identified five dimensions of
such communities, namely, ‘social context’, ‘structure’, ‘scale’, ‘content’
and ‘storytelling’, while also highlighting the proliferation of sub-brand
communities. Oliveira and Panyik (2015) draw particular attention to
the non-professional users, professional travel bloggers and travel
journalists who post, comment and share information in these spaces.

Going beyond the composition of communities, the characterization
of UGC and user narratives is a much-analysed topic in relation to social
media impact on destination images and brands. Content analysis of
social media communications regarding destinations (Beerli & Martin,
2004) identifies cultural and natural resources, leisure and recreation
infrastructures, history, atmosphere, accommodation and climate as
predominant topics. Marine-Roig and Clavé (2015) propose attraction
factors and emotional values – which broadly align with cognitive at-
tributes and affective attributes (Gartner, 1994) – as two dimensions
that are frequently used to assess and communicate destination image,
observing, furthermore, that destinations communicate more content
on attraction factors than on emotional values.

In relation to social media, Ghazali and Cai (2014) suggest that
provision intersecting with assessment of both cognitive and affective
information by suppliers, consumers and others results in an overall
conative image of a destination. In the same context, Költringer and
Dickinger (2015) proposed that reconceptualization of the cognitive
and affective components of the destination image would facilitate
content mining. Meanwhile, Sanz, Museros, and González-Abril (2016)
suggested a number of affective and cognitive dimensions, adding that
it would be useful to identify communities in the network of connec-
tions involved in decision-making. Finally, for the case of TripAdvisor,
Dickinger and Lalicic (2016) found that attributes are relevant to
characterizing a brand's personality, which could be identified with
dimensions such as excitement or sophistication.

Another closely related research avenue refers to user engagement
in VBCs, a widely discussed topic in the tourism and hospitality lit-
erature, particularly in terms of conceptualization and measurement of
antecedents and consequences. On the basis of previous findings, So,
King, and Sparks (2014) devised a scale that explores the impact of
tourist engagement on several key behaviour outcomes, proposing five
antecedent constructs for tourist brands, namely ‘identification‘, ‘en-
thusiasm’, ‘attention’, ‘absorption’ and ‘interaction’, all identifiable as
affective or cognitive attributes. Ahn and Back (2018) broke down
tourist engagement into three dimensions reflecting cognitive, affective
and behavioural image attributes, proposing four antecedent con-
structs, namely, ‘sensory’, ‘affective’, ‘behavioural’ and ‘intellectual’
experiences.

The above exploration of the literature highlights a number of im-
portant knowledge gaps, as follows:

(1) The different VBCs coexisting in social media are not clearly dif-
ferentiated in terms of the identity of the stakeholders playing
prominent roles in particular VBCs and how they define their
community culture in co-creating UGC.

(2) While several studies have explored the nature and composition of
the affective and cognitive attributes associated with the destina-
tion image, these attributes need to be better characterized quali-
tatively and assessed for possible links between them.

(3) Because attributes are isolated from tourists' own conceptualiza-
tions of a destination-brand, links with tourism products (e.g.,
culture, gastronomy, etc.) and with destination sub-brands (i.e.,
regions as well as the country overall) are overlooked.

(4) Existing analyses lack a temporal component that reflects possible
variations throughout the year (not all stakeholders are active at the
same level in each season and narratives may vary depending on
the season).

Those knowledge gaps reflect the four main research questions ad-
dressed in this study.

3. Methodology

3.1. Destination, social media platform and case study selection

The chosen destination was Spain, an international tourism pow-
erhouse. According to UNWTO (2017), it is the third-ranked country
(after France and the USA) in terms of tourist visits (75.6 million) and
the second-ranked country in terms of tourist revenues (USD 60.3 bil-
lion). The chosen social media platform was Twitter. With over 500
million users posting 65 million tweets a day, it is one of the most
widely used networks in the world and is probably the most prominent
platform in terms of the development of VBCs because of its inter-
personal communication and networking capabilities (Sevin, 2013).
Finally, the topic of the case study was Turespaña, Spain's government
institute responsible for promoting the country as a tourist destination
abroad. Its Twitter handle is @spain and it uses the hashtag #visitspain
to promote the Spain brand/destination.

3.2. Data collection, population and sample

It was decided to collect information for the #visitspain hashtag and
not for the @spain handle (as is usually the case in this kind of analysis)
in order to obtain more detailed data that could yield information on
the roles played by stakeholders. Analysing the community created
around the @spain user would result in a biased narrative, as only
Turespaña tweets, retweets and replies to tweeters would be con-
sidered. To monitor all conversations regarding the Spain destination-
brand, irrespective of the source, the study monitors the #visitspain
hashtag, recognized and used by a wide variety of individuals and or-
ganizations and so considered to reflect the most representative VBC for
the destination on Twitter. It should be noted, in passing, that digital
platforms for destination brands feature the opinions of non-tourists
(residents, for instance) and tourists in all travel phases (potential
tourists and tourists who tweet before, during and after a visit to a
destination) and, furthermore, that tweeters do not necessarily identify
themselves specifically as tourists (indeed they may be trolls, activists,
social critics, information seekers or socialites, as shown by Mkono and
Tribe (2017)).

This decision in favour of a hashtag brought an added difficulty:
although the Twitter application programming interface (API; the
software that allows tweets to be captured and that provides structured
data output) allows fairly extensive data to be collected on users (even
going back several months); for hashtags, data can only be collected for
the previous few days or for a few hundred tweets at most. To solve this
problem, using Ncapture® (software that captures and structures tweet
data), tweets with the #visitspain hashtag were collected twice a week
for the full year running from 24 February 2016 to 24 February 2017.
The goal was to ensure a large and varied population in which to ob-
serve an entire year's conversation and so include different tourist
seasons. The inclusion of seasons allowed possible changes in stake-
holders, dimensions and narratives to be observed. DMOs and profes-
sionals, for instance, are more likely to be active in pre-season cam-
paign periods, whereas tourists are likely to make more contributions
during or after visits.

The capture contained a total of 178,159 tweets and retweets with
the #visitspain hashtag. To avoid possible repetitions and so ensure
greater coherence, retweets were excluded so that only the 29,141
tweets were included in the analysis. These tweets were categorized by
the four seasons, with cut-offs on the first and last days of each season
(e.g., 21 December to 20 March for winter), yielding 8470 tweets for
winter, 6974 for spring, 4058 for summer and 9639 for autumn. A
random sample was extracted for each season that met the require-
ments of a 5% margin of error and a 95% confidence interval, resulting
in 368 tweets for winter, 365 for spring, 352 for summer and 370 for
autumn (total 1455 tweets).
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3.3. Research approach, design and strategy

Following Creswell and Clark (2017), the design was exploratory
and sequential and consisted of an initial qualitative data collection and
analysis phase. The stakeholders were identified and classified on the
basis of their Twitter user profiles and their tweets were assigned to
them. Following Huertas and Marine-Roig (2016), UGC analysis was
then performed manually rather than automatically, given the need for
a deeply qualitative interpretation of each tweet. Coding was guided by
findings in the literature, allowing for the possibility of adding new
codes as necessary. Tweets were reviewed against each of the main
cognitive and affective attributes proposed in the literature and were
encoded as 1 if the attribute was present and 0 otherwise.

Since the tourism and hospitality literature provided limited in-
formation on coding affective and cognitive attributes, other kinds of
literature were reviewed. In relation to the affective dimension, it was
found that, although no consensus exists regarding the nature of emo-
tions, information theory studies have identified emotion dimensions,
e.g., the six basic emotions (anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness and
surprise) described by Lopatovska and Arapakis (2011) and the 11 pairs
of positive and negative emotions, including gratitude, hope and sym-
pathy as well as anger, disgust and fear, identified by Robinson (2008).
As for cognitive attributes, while destinations are viewed as an
amalgam of meanings related to physical and narrative elements, spe-
cific characteristics have not been explored in any depth in the litera-
ture. In the context of place branding, Giovanardi (2012) has called for
a functionalist, practical and representational cognitive conception of
destinations, related to their value expression, considering it necessary
to recover the concept of the hard and soft factors described by Kotler,
Asplund, Rein, and Heider (1999). Hard factors are identifiable, tan-
gible elements in a destination (such as infrastructure), whereas soft
factors are intangible constructs, such as quality of life, culture, flex-
ibility and dynamism associated with a destination. In recent years, and
as exemplified by the rise of creativity, soft factors have become in-
creasingly important in how destinations represent themselves to the
world (Kotler et al. (1999).

Cleave (2014) considers hard and soft attributes (and visual ex-
pressions) to be especially interesting because they reflect the aims,
communications, values and culture of places. These attributes, fur-
thermore, are constructed from differing identities that are in a state of
constant transformation (Andéhn, Kazeminia, Lucarelli, and Sevin
(2014); Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013). Identities are becoming increas-
ingly diverse because stakeholders are increasingly differentiated in a
growing variety of virtual social media communities. A ‘natural’ be-
havioural environment can thus be observed that is free of the bias
implied by the researcher's proximity. The fact that co-creation dia-
logue results in a relatively fragmented image over which DMOs have
no control (in the traditional sense) makes it necessary to build a feeling
of belonging to a community. Place branding thus becomes a point of
reference for creating content, but especially for building a community.
Indeed, according to Mengi, Durmaz Drinkwater, Öner, and
Velibeyoğlu (2017), since soft attributes are associated with a ‘sense of
place’, they are highly relevant to fostering social interaction and
community building, while hard attributes are crucial in terms of es-
sential information on the attractiveness of a place.

Therefore, considering the above framework and newer theoretical
perspectives, an original codebook that included not only affective and
cognitive attributes, but also product and place dimensions was created.
This codebook was piloted in a trial content analysis in order to con-
sider whether the dimensions and codes needed to be modified. By way
of example, certain affective dimensions (e.g., sarcasm, provocation
and invective) were more prominent in other communication spheres,
whereas certain emotions were absent, including negative emotions and
positive emotions like hope and relief. Likewise, certain cognitive at-
tributes were more present in other communication spheres, e.g., hard
factors linked to economic stability and productivity.Ta
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To ensure content analysis validity – also referred to as credibility in
a qualitative research context, e.g., by (Guba & Lincoln, 1985) – a peer
check was conducted in accordance with proposals in the literature
(Creswell, 2012; Mayring, 2014). This check was performed by quali-
tative content analysis experts who have previously worked with the
author on content analysis and coding for destination images (reference
omitted for review purposes). These researchers analysed and provided
feedback on the codes so that it would be possible to further refine the
content analysis and re-evaluate and modify the original codes. The
final version of the codebook, shown in Table 1, was used to definitively
review all the tweets in the sample for encoding according to their
content (early 2018).

The codebook includes the two new dimensions of tourism product
and place. Tourism products were included on observing that most
tweets referred implicitly or explicitly to an identifiable tourism pro-
duct, as classified in the taxonomies of a number of authors
(McKercher, 2016; Moreno, 2011). Indeed, as can be seen from the
results of the content analysis, tourism products need to be considered
as yet another soft cognitive element, as they are directly related to the
‘representational’ construction of the destination brand image, as pro-
posed by authors such as Giovanardi (2012). As for place, this was
included in relation to more functional or hard cognitive elements, with
the effect that Spanish geographic regions were added to the broader
Spain destination-brand.

4. Findings and analysis

4.1. Community structure

Among the stakeholders participating in the conversation around
the hashtag #visitspain, one would expect Turespaña (the @spain
handle) to dominate and to disseminate most information on the des-
tination. However, as shown in Fig. 1, although Turespaña (ranked
second) did transmit a significant volume of information, the real ‘in-
fluencers’ in this VBC (ranked first) were independent communicators,
bloggers and photographers using the Spain brand for their work. An
analysis of their profiles would indicate this category to be composed of
individuals specializing in specialist travel journalism (e.g., gastro-
nomy).

Ranked in third place were generic users, who purportedly use the
hashtag without any commercial or promotional goal but who con-
tributed to co-creating the destination-brand with the influencers and
Turespaña. An analysis of this profile revealed the category to include
potential tourists, tourists on or after returning from a visit and other
users (including residents) offering recommendations or information on
the destination and its attractions. Their importance is significant in all
time-periods and they are leading the co-creation of the destination-

brand with the influencers and the DMOs. Next in the ranking are a
number of private sector entities, but of especial interest is an initially
unexpected actor: marketing professionals, often working for local
destinations (sub-brands). More predictable is the listing of Spanish
embassies and consulates abroad, whose functions obviously include
promoting Spain as a destination, and of local and regional DMOs,
which use the Spain brand to promote their area and whose image
reciprocally helps build the country brand. Regarding seasonal varia-
tions, while communicators, bloggers and photographers were more
active in winter and spring, Turespaña was more active in summer and
autumn (high season). Broadly speaking, generic users were equally
active throughout the year, although with a slight pick-up in summer.

From these results, it is clear that analysing the #visitspain hashtag
rather than the @spain handle provided more useful insights into the
VBC structure and the conversation regarding the Spain destination-
brand. In view of the emerging role of tourists in the creation of UGC,
the need to analyse the profile of stakeholders present in virtual com-
munities has been repeatedly pointed out in the literature (from Gartner
(1994) to Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013)). Results point to the need to go
further, however. First, roles reflecting the marketing and commu-
nication world, with a clear goal of digital diffusion and influence, need
to be included, along with the media influencers and travel opinion
leaders highlighted in the literature (Yoo et al., 2011). Second, analysis
of the user profiles in the VBC would suggest the advisability of refer-
ring to a ‘generic user’ profile, composed of potential, present or past
tourists, but also of other users (including residents) who create UGC
regarding the destination-brand.

4.2. Main conversation concepts

Fig. 2 shows the main concepts, destinations and other topics fea-
turing most prominently in the #visitspain conversation, of which the
most noteworthy are those referring to the country, followed by those
referring to ‘tourism’ and ‘travel’ as activities. Interestingly present is
the word ‘photo’, a clear indication of the significantly visual nature of
this conversation. Also of note is the appearance of Spain's two main
cities, Madrid and Barcelona, and also ‘weather’, frequently used to
promote tourism in Spain. Europe is also featured, as well as more
emotive words reflecting admiration and gratitude. Overall, the con-
versation is mostly based on positive words and words referring to

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500

Communicator / Blogger / Photographer

Turespaña. Tourist information office

Generic users

Schools / Training centres

Intermediation professionals / Agencies

Marketing / ICT professionals

Accommodation managers

Embassies / Consulates

Regional and local DMOs

Restaurant / Catering professionals

Spring Summer Autumn Winter

Fig. 1. Stakeholders (number of tweets) participating in the #visitspain con-
versation 2016–2017.
Source: Authors, based on data from Twitter.

Fig. 2. Main words appearing in the #visitspain conversation 2016–2017 (word
size reflects the number of mentions).
Source: Authors, based on data from Twitter.
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regional and local destinations.

4.3. Coding results for affective attributes

Fig. 3 shows trend over the year for the affective attributes, re-
flecting their greater importance in winter than in summer. Admiration
had a slightly greater weight than the other dimensions (30% of
tweets), followed by interest, enjoyment and gratitude, in that order.
Associations with the seasonal variable throughout the year were sig-
nificant for admiration (X2= 28.9, p= .00), enjoyment (X2= 21.1,
p= .00) and interest (X2= 34.4, p= .00). Nearly three quarters
(72.6%) of the tweets contained at least one explicitly affective ex-
pression, which would clearly indicate that the conversation was
emotive. Moreover, positive emotions predominated absolutely, i.e., no
critical elements featured in this stakeholder community. This simply
reflects the nature of the conversation in terms of its purpose, the space
where it was conducted and the stakeholders who participated. The
findings in this regard are in line with other studies (Hays et al., 2013;
Lange-Faria & Elliot, 2012) that report the predominance of positive
emotions in virtual communities where DMOs are explicitly present. In
contrast, negative emotions have more weight in communities like
TripAdvisor, which are populated by past tourists (Ayeh, Au, & Law,
2013; Kladou & Mavragani, 2015). The literature analysing the nature
of affective elements in online contexts (Dervin & Reinhard, 2007)
proved particularly useful in establishing that positive emotions, and
particularly that of admiration in the VBC, create a context in which the
proliferation of positive assessments produces feedback, which, in turn,
corroborates reflections by Savolainen (2015).

4.4. Coding results for soft cognitive attributes

Just over two thirds (66.6%) of the tweets featured a soft cognitive
attribute, indicating this concept to be important in the #visitspain
conversation, although slightly less so than that affective attributes. As
can be seen in Fig. 4, the three most important dimensions largely form
a cluster, with the lifestyle dimension predominating slightly (27% of
tweets). As for the trend over the year, the knowledge/information
dimension features notably less in summer. These results are in con-
sonance with previous classifications of cognitive attributes (e.g., Beerli
and Martin (2004)) and also corroborate Giovanardi (2012) in the
distinction between soft and hard cognition. The lifestyle attribute can
be directly related with the atmosphere of the place, reported on by
other authors (Marine-Roig & Clavé, 2015) and also aligns with the
literature, which highlights user reports regarding intangible narratives
and the sense of place for a destination-brand (Mengi et al., 2017).

4.5. Coding results for tourism products

Around 73% of tweets in the sample made some reference to a
tourism product (Fig. 5). Cultural tourism was the most frequently
mentioned product by a wide margin, while traditional sun-sea-sand
tourism was mentioned in around 12% of tweets, with a similar rate for
the urban and nature tourism products. Surprisingly, while gastronomy
was less mentioned, it was still relevant, whereas rural tourism had very
little weight in the conversation. Snow tourism was also mentioned
little, suggesting that there is a considerable margin for DMOs to boost
it in Twitter conversations. These findings confirm the value of in-
cluding tourism products in the characterization of destination image
formation, as tourism product conceptualization links directly with
many of the soft cognitive categories proposed in the literature, e.g.,
Beerli and Martin (2004). For instance, ‘culture, history and art’ and
‘natural resources’ are (soft) attraction factors that can be associated
with cultural tourism and nature tourism, respectively. The temporal
analysis was also useful in identifying certain products (and their as-
sociated narratives) that have more weight in particular seasons.

4.6. Coding results for hard cognitive attributes

Fig. 6 shows just how significant the hard cognitive attributes were,
as they were mentioned in 81.6% of the tweets, most especially certain
tourism resources (in almost half the tweets) and the landscapes of the
destination and sub-destinations. The weights for the tourism offer and
climate were less, although still notable (around 7% of tweets). The
trend over the year shows that mentions of resources and climate were
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135

117

100
89

65
58

13 14 19 19

Spring Summer Autumn Winter

Admiration (435) Interest (402)

Enjoyment (312) Gratitude (65)

Fig. 3. Tweets by the #visitspain community featuring affective attributes by
number and dimension 2016–2017.
Source: Authors, based on data from Twitter.
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Fig. 4. Tweets by the #visitspain community featuring soft cognitive attributes
affective by number and dimension 2016–2017.
Source: Authors, based on data from Twitter.

158

118
131

153

74

42

72 64

42
33

52 5961 57

25 3325 21 25 24
4 9

21
12

0 0 0 3
Spring Summer Autumn Winter

Cultural (560) Nature / Sport (252) Urban (186)
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Fig. 5. Tweets by the #visitspain community featuring tourism products by
number and dimension 2016–2017.
Source: Authors, based on data from Twitter.
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particularly high in summer, while the tourism offer and landscape
were mentioned more frequently in winter and spring, respectively.
These results confirm the importance of hard cognitive attributes,
linked to tangibility, as reported in previous studies. Interestingly,
while affective attributes are fundamental to building a destination
image (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999), in the Twitter conversation they
have more weight than the soft cognitive attributes, but less weight
than the hard cognitive attributes. In other words, infrastructure-re-
lated attributes, long considered to be especially important attraction
factors in destination image construction (Chon, 1990) continue to be
prioritized by tourists in the VBC and UGC era.

4.7. Coding results for destinations

Fig. 7 shows that while explicit mentions of the Spain destination-
brand featured significantly in the conversation (almost 30% of tweets),
mentions of the Mediterranean featured most frequently of all (over
35% of tweets), with inland destinations (almost 25% of tweets) in third
place. In terms of annual trend, references to the Mediterranean rose
slightly in summer, while references to inland destinations rose in
winter. Regarding these findings, the place branding literature proved
particularly useful for this study, as place was explicitly included in the
vast majority of interventions in the conversation. Nonetheless, results
would suggest the advisability of including regions (sub-brands) as part
of or along with the overall destination image (Zhang et al., 2014). The
mentions of these regional destinations varied considerably throughout
the year and, as will be seen below, reflect different relationships with
stakeholders and with the other variables (identification of sub-brands

with products, e.g., the Canary Islands with sea-sun-sand tourism).

4.8. Associations between stakeholders and the other variables

A significant association was identified between specific stakeholder
profiles and the different affective attributes. Turespaña, accommoda-
tion managers and educational organizations were prominent in the
case of admiration (X2=40.28, p= .00) and enjoyment (X2= 36.63,
p= .00), whereas local and regional DMOs, and embassies and con-
sulates were prominent in the case of interest (X2= 35.63, p= .00).
Regarding the soft variables, identity was significant for travel agencies
(X2= 48.76, p= .00), while lifestyle was relevant for governmental
and educational organizations (X2= 32.91, p= .00). Knowledge/in-
formation was significant (X2= 54.32, p= .00) for marketing and ICT
professionals. As for the hard variables, resources were particularly
relevant for local DMOs and restaurants/caterers (X2= 63.41, p= .00),
while the tourist offer mattered most to accommodation managers and
agencies (X2= 197.56, p= .00). Climate was important for generic
users and marketing professionals (X2= 231.297, p= .00) and land-
scape was particularly important for Turespaña, and embassies and
consulates (X2= 48.40, p= .00).

Regarding the relationship between stakeholders and tourism pro-
ducts, important associations were found between accommodation
professionals and sun-sea-sand tourism (X2=46.69, p= .00), and be-
tween accommodation professionals and communicators/bloggers/
photographers and urban tourism (X2= 33.33, p= .00). To a lesser
degree, Turespaña and marketing and ICT professionals were associated
with rural tourism (X2=36.27, p= .00). Given its importance in the
sample, it is worth stressing that cultural tourism was significantly as-
sociated with generic users and travel agencies (X2= 52.41, p= .00).
Nature tourism was prominent among national and local DMOs
(X2= 22.55, p= .02), while gastronomy was associated with restau-
rants/caterers (X2= 44.27, p= .00). Finally, with regard to the asso-
ciations between stakeholders and destinations, the Spain destination-
brand was associated with embassies and consulates (X2= 48.15,
p= .00), the Mediterranean was particularly prominent in tweets by
accommodation managers (X2= 48.02, p= .00) and inland destina-
tions were typically associated with local and regional DMOs
(X2= 26.62, p= .00).

4.9. Associations between affective attributes and the other variables

In relation to the affective attributes (gratitude, admiration, enjoy-
ment and interest), admiration was significantly associated with iden-
tity (r=0.313, p= .00) and with tourism products such as cultural
tourism (r=0.165, p= .00), nature tourism (r=0.094, p= .00) and
urban tourism (r=0.083, p= .00). Also significant was the relation-
ship between admiration and landscape (r=0.221, p= .00) and most
sub-destinations (although not the Spain destination). There was also
an association between enjoyment and lifestyle (r=0.561, p= .00)
and between enjoyment and particular tourism products, such as gas-
tronomy (r=0.255, p= .00), sun-sea-sand tourism (r=0.227,
p= .00) and nature tourism (r=0.084, p= .00). Resources
(r=0.105, p= .00) and landscape (r=0.100, p= .00) were the main
hard elements associated with enjoyment, while there was no sig-
nificant relationship with any particular destination. Finally, interest
was associated with knowledge/information (r=0.175, p= .00) and
with certain tourism products, such as urban tourism (r=0.086,
p= .00) and cultural tourism (r=0.080, p= .00), as well as with the
Spain destination (r=0.060, p= .02). Finally, gratitude was asso-
ciated with knowledge/information (r=0.176, p= .00), with quality/
professionalism (r=0.146, p= .00) and with the tourist offer
(r=0.156, p= .00).
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Fig. 6. Tweets by the #visitspain community featuring hard cognitive attri-
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Source: Authors, based on data from Twitter.
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4.10. Associations between soft cognitive attributes and the other variables

Analysis of the relationship between the soft cognitive attributes
(identity, lifestyle, knowledge/information and quality/profession-
alism) and the other variables revealed a strong relationship between
identity and admiration (r= 0.313, p= .00), and to a lesser extent with
urban tourism (r=0.082, p= .02), and, significantly, with cultural
tourism (r=0.418, p= .00) and resources (r=0.248, p= .00). There
was also a relationship (although somewhat weaker) between identity
and inland destinations (r= 0.080, p= .02). Lifestyle was related to
enjoyment (r=0.581, p= .00), sun-sea-sand tourism (r=0.228,
p= .00), gastronomy (r=0.223, p= .00) and, interestingly, also to
landscape (r=0.123, p= .00). For its part, knowledge/information
was positively associated with gratitude (r= 0.176, p= .00), interest
(r= 0.175, p= .00), quality (r=0.128, p= .00) and the Spain desti-
nation (r=0.299, p= .00), while quality/professionalism was asso-
ciated with knowledge/information and with gratitude, but also with
the tourism offer (r=0.102, p= .00) and once again with the Spain
destination (r=0.056, p= .03).

With regard to the tourism products (sun-sea-sand, urban, rural,
snow, cultural, nature/sport and gastronomy), sun-sea-sand tourism
was associated with the affective attribute enjoyment (r= 0.227,
p= .00), the cognitive attribute lifestyle (r= 0.228, p= .00) and the
Mediterranean (r=0.270, p= .00) and Canary Islands (r=0.185,
p= .00) destinations. Interestingly, sun-sea-sand tourism was asso-
ciated with other tourism products, especially nature/sport tourism
(r=0.137, p= .00). Whereas sun-sea-sand tourism was previously
more closely associated with the tourism offer, it was now associated
particularly with resources (r=0.109, p= .00), especially sun-sea-
sand and, interestingly, landscape (r=0.096, p= .00).

Mention has already been made of the association between urban
tourism and the admiration and interest affective attributes and the
identity and lifestyle cognitive attributes, to which can be added a
significant relationship with cultural tourism (r=0.179, p= .00) and
with landscape (in this case urban) (r=0.236, p= .00). Particularly
interesting was the association of urban tourism with inland destina-
tions, where Madrid was prominent (r=0.099, p= .00), but especially
with Mediterranean destinations (r=0.115, p= .00), where
Barcelona, Valencia and the Andalusian cities were prominent. Nothing
new of note was identified for rural tourism, as its significant re-
lationships were with landscape (r=0.148, p= .00) and with inland
(r= 0.096, p= .00) and Cantabrian (r= 0.060, p= .00) destinations,
while snow tourism only correlated significantly with lifestyle
(r=0.075, p= .00). In turn, cultural tourism was clearly strong in
inland destinations (r=0.216, p= .00) and was associated with ad-
miration (r=0.165, p= .00), interest (r= 0.080, p= .00) and espe-
cially with identity (r= 0.418, p= .00). Heritage resources were also
associated with cultural tourism mentions (r=0.333, p= .00).

Nature tourism was mentioned in association with admiration and
with enjoyment and, rather curiously, frequently with sun-sea-sand (as
commented above), while landscape (r=0.263, p= .00) was also ob-
viously highly relevant. Nature tourism was also, as would be expected,
relevant to the Cantabrian (r=0.132, p= .00) and Canary Islands
(r=0.149, p= .00) destinations, but surprisingly, was little associated
with rural tourism. Finally, as mentioned above, gastronomy was linked
to enjoyment and resources and, somewhat curiously, was the only
product related directly to the Spain brand (r=0.074, p= .00).

4.11. Associations between hard cognitive attributes and the other variables

The most notable relationships between the hard attributes (re-
sources, tourist offer, climate and landscape) and the other variables
have been described above. Resources were associated with enjoyment,
identity and sun-sea-sand, cultural and inland tourism. The tourist offer
was associated with gratitude and information, and was not sig-
nificantly associated with any tourism product, hard cognitive element

or sub-destination, but was associated with the Spain brand (r=0.067,
p= .01). Climate was significantly associated only with the Spain brand
(r=0.052, p= .01). Finally, landscape was one of the most relevant
variables in terms of both volume and associations, as it was sig-
nificantly associated with numerous elements: admiration, enjoyment,
identity, lifestyle, sun-sea-sand tourism, urban tourism, rural tourism,
cultural tourism and nature/sport tourism, as well as with all the re-
gions of Spain (but not the Spain brand itself).

Finally, regarding destinations, direct references to Spain were re-
lated to the gratitude and interest affective attributes and to cognitive
elements such as knowledge/information and quality/professionalism.
As for tourism products, Spain was significantly associated only with
gastronomy, the tourism offer and climate, and was not associated with
any sub-destinations. The Mediterranean destination was mentioned in
terms of admiration, identity, sun-sea-sand and urban tourism and
landscape. The Cantabrian and inland destinations were also associated
with admiration and identity, as well as with landscape and rural
tourism, but while Cantabria was associated with nature tourism, in-
land destinations were associated with urban and cultural tourism (as
would be expected, given the importance of Madrid and other cities
with significant heritage resources). Finally, the Canary Islands were
associated with sun-sea-sand tourism, as would be expected, but were
also associated with nature tourism and with landscape.

Identifying and coding each dimension (stakeholders, affective and
cognitive attributes, tourism products and places) has enabled the au-
thor to map out how all the variables related to each other. The prac-
tical implications are that DMOs can better engage users with the VBC
and the brand by more effectively deploying affective and cognitive
attributes that are usually combined in UGC. Affective and cognitive
dimensions could also be related to different sub-brands and tourism
products as well as to the overall destination-brand. While findings
show that the VBC emphasizes both the soft and hard attributes that
facilitate destination image formation (in line with Mengi et al. (2017)),
the fact that hard attributes had a greater presence in the Twitter
conversation would suggest that the quality of a destination's infra-
structure is a priority for stakeholders.

In temporal terms, analysis over a whole year corroborates finding
by Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013) in relation to the need to analyse place
image and brand as they evolve in an ongoing transformation brought
about by co-creation by stakeholders. The affective perception of des-
tinations is not only generated after a visit, but also before or even
without visiting the destination (Kneesel et al., 2010; Russell & Pratt,
1980). This issue is fundamental to the projection of destination images
in VBC. Since the visit is no longer the central element in the discourse,
the image does not necessarily have to be connected to the fact of
travelling; one can tweet, retweet or reply regarding a destination
without ever having visited it or intending to visit it.

5. Conclusions, research contributions and limitations

This study contributes several proposals regarding the qualitative
interpretation of the nature and composition of key attributes asso-
ciated with the destination image, their relationship with tourism
products and places, and the composition and culture of the community
involved in the destination image formation process. From a theoretical
point of view, it suggests evaluating the VBC structure and character-
izing affective and cognitive attributes (including their seasonal evo-
lution), including their relationships with each other. Therefore, the
study proposes a more focused investigation of the nature of affective
narratives that contemplates the existence of soft and hard cognitive
attributes and also tourism products and place brands. Including a
temporal analysis, moreover, allows the narrative to be monitored over
time as it is created. Regarding methodology, qualitative content ana-
lysis was especially useful in capturing the inner culture of the VBC,
understanding the kind of stakeholders that were leading the narrative
and how affective and cognitive attributes are projected around the
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destination-brand and throughout the year. A quantitative translation
into codes enabled the author to introduce a quantitative analysis that
allowed the author to map potential relationships among variables.

Regarding implications for practitioners, the study highlights the
usefulness of profiling stakeholders, breaking down affective and cog-
nitive attributes and including tourism products and place as variables.
A first recommendation is related to the need to understand the struc-
ture of the VBC for particular destination-brands. Findings point to the
need to consider the voice of bloggers, journalists, marketers – in short,
all kinds of influencers – and also of generic users, composed of both
tourists and other individuals and entities, such as residents or simply
Twitter users interested in a brand. A second recommendation has to do
with the need to better characterize UGC and the derived narrative in
the VBC for particular destination-brands. Doing this requires an un-
derstanding of what affective and cognitive attributes are being pro-
jected and how certain messages can be reinforced or recast depending
on the attribute, tourist product or place.

One example from the analysis of this study's VBC was a detected
lack of explicit references to soft cognitive variables like responsible
tourism or sustainability, which are becoming increasingly important in
the projection of destination images. Another example was the marginal
weight of the knowledge/information variable, which pointed to plenty
of potential for reinforcement of its association with the destination. In
contrast, there was good connectivity for the traditional sun-sea-sand
product with other tourism products, e.g., nature tourism, and with
landscape. A final recommendation refers to the need to conduct qua-
litative and temporal studies of UGC and derived narratives in the VBC
in order to better understand who projects the destination image, how
and when. Finally, while content analysis allows more direct observa-
tion of the narrative itself, observation over time is useful to detect
changes in the composition of VBC stakeholders, in the narrative re-
garding changes and in the seasonal context itself (high season, special
events, etc.).

One obvious limitation of this study is that the analysis was limited
to a particular platform (Twitter) and a particular online community
(for the Spain tourism brand). Other social media networks, such as
Facebook (or those that stress other forms of communication, such as
Instagram for visual content) would also need to be analysed to see
whether the structure of attributes, products and places is the same as
that observed here. Such an analysis could also examine whether the
stakeholder profile is significantly different, as this would suggest a
different discourse from that described here for Twitter. Another lim-
itation refers to the inability to observe the behaviour of similar sta-
keholders and variables in other national destinations, nor the ability to
investigate whether online communities created around a destination-
brand for smaller-scale destinations (regional and local) behave in the
same way as country destination-brands. These limitations should give
rise to future studies that build on this study's findings.
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