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Abstract: The purpose of the article is to present the concept of using social media (SM) as data sources and communi-
cation tools, useful at the various stages of planning, implementing and monitoring the effects of tourism development 
on a local level. The first part discusses the stages of planning, then presents the characteristics of SM, along with a 
discussion of the issues presented in the literature to this date. The next part presents data sources and methods of 
research on SM and functions that they can perform in tourism. The concept presented, on the one hand, reviews the 
perspectives of practical use of SM as a communication tool and source of data and, on the other hand, the challenges 
related to the need to further deepen research on tourism planning methods that are adequate to the continuously 
changing environment.
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Introduction

Dynamic development and increasing com-
petitiveness among tourist destinations have 
been observed for many years (UNWTO 2017). 
Activities aimed at creating tourism development 
plans in such a turbulent and chaotic environ-
ment (Phillips, Moutinho 2014) require a strategic 
(well-thought-out and structured) approach, ade-
quate to changing conditions (Liu et al. 2008), al-
lowing agile response both at the stage of creating 
plans and during their implementation. Of fun-
damental importance in this process is to respect 
the principles of sustainable development, espe-
cially in very popular tourist destinations, strug-
gling with problems referred to as overtourism. 
The accuracy of the formulation of action scenar-
ios in tourism development plans and strategies 
depends largely on the reliability of the prepared 
diagnosis, allowing the identification of, among 

others, possibilities and limitations of tourism de-
velopment in a given area. This stage requires a 
large data bank describing the complex tourism 
system. Currently, a lot of data including tour-
ist attractions, tourist traffic or tourists’ opinions 
about visited places is generated in such a pop-
ular medium as the Internet by users (user-gen-
erated content – UGC) of many types of social 
media (SM). The transformation of a significant 
part of Internet activity by society resulted in the 
creation of a completely new dimension in tour-
ism management (Tavakoli, Wijesinghe 2019). 
UGC continuously provide vast amounts of data, 
easily available anywhere, anytime (Guo et al. 
2017). However, this data is dispersed and rela-
tively difficult to synthesise. Therefore, it can be 
assumed that currently SM in the context of data 
sources or tools useful in the process of planning 
tourism development provide new opportunities 
(in access to data, communication tools) as well 
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as create many methodical challenges (Dinis et 
al. 2019, Sigala et al. 2019). As Sigala et al. (2019) 
point out the topic of using data generated in SM 
in the process of planning tourism development 
is poorly understood. So far, many studies have 
examined how big data is transforming for-profit 
firms (Günther et al. 2017). Limited research has so 
far pointed out the use and impact of big data on 
the management and the work of governmental, 
nonprofit organisations (Kim et al. 2014, Lavertu 
2016) such as economic development agencies or 
Destination Management Organisation (DMO) 
preparing tourism development plans at various 
spatial scales. This knowledge gap is important 
given the functions that these agencies and organ-
isations perform. They do not only support indi-
vidual economic factors, but can also primarily 
alter the wider economies and societies in which 
they operate, e.g. by improving well-being, grow-
ing employment, supporting sustainability and 
liveability (Sigala et al. 2019).

Aims, methods and data sources

The aim of the article is to present the concept 
of using SM as data sources and communication 
tools, useful at particular stages of planning tour-
ism development on a local level, based on a re-
view of literature relating to SM in tourism. The 
first part discusses the basic stages of the tourism 
development planning and the characteristics of 
SM. Based on a review of the literature, an attempt 
was made to answer the following questions:
1.	 Q1 – what research problems exist in regards 

to SM as a tourism-planning tool?
2.	 Q2 – what are the possibilities and limitations 

of the use of SM as a data bank and social com-
munication tools at various stages of tourism 
planning on a local scale?

The review was made using bibliometric 
analysis. Searches were performed in the Science 
Direct database among titles, keywords and ab-
stracts. We used keywords (often found in pub-
lications in the field of SM and tourism): social 
media, online reviews, yelp, web 2.0, new media, 
user-generated content, tourism 2.0, TripAdvisor, 
Facebook, eWOM. We collected 241 articles from 
the year 2006 to 2019 published in six journals 
recognised as opinion forming for research in the 
field of tourism (Table 1).

Publications of SM-related research in tour-
ism have a relatively short history. The first 
publications were in 2007 and the number was 
growing in the analysed period (Fig. 1). From 
2007 to 2011 there were a few publications. After 
2012 there was rapid growth, resulting in 196 ar-
ticles from the 213 collected. In 2019, there were 
54 publications.

The planning process of tourism 
development

Contemporary concepts of tourism planning, 
based on sustainable development, assume an 
important role of social consultations, taking into 
account, in particular, the opinions of tourists, res-
idents, entrepreneurs and institutions involved 
in the tourism development process (Zajadacz 
2017). The planning process is a cycle based on 
the diagnosis of conditions for tourism develop-
ment, formulation of strategic goals, selection of 
optimal development scenarios and their imple-
mentation and evaluation of the achieved effects. 
Fletcher (2005) distinguishes nine stages of plan-
ning, which are:
1.	 the initial stage, preparation of tests,
2.	 setting strategy goals,

Fig. 1. Publication numbers by year.

Table 1. Numbers of journal articles by journal.

Journal title Article 
number

Annals of Tourism Research 37
Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Manage-
ment 18

Journal of Hospitality, Leisure, Sport and 
Tourism Education 5

Journal of Outdoor Recreation and Tourism 4
Tourism Management 145
Tourism Management Perspectives 32
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3.	 review of secondary data,
4.	 collection of primary data,
5.	 secondary and primary data analysis,
6.	 policy initiation, formulation of an action plan,
7.	 recommendations,
8.	 implementation, and
9.	 monitoring, evaluation and verification of ac-

tivities.
The preliminary stage consists of determin-

ing the place of tourism among development 
priorities and includes consultations with local 
communities, authorities and enterprises. The 
effect is to establish the attitude of the entities 
to the development of the tourism function and 
to determine whether there is a need to create a 
strategy for its development. Setting the strate-
gy’s goals includes determining the effects to be 
achieved through the development of tourism 
(Tribe 2016). The goal should be accompanied 
by building and implementing strategies at later 
stages of planning. For example, the goal may be 
to increase employment or develop luxury tour-
ism, dedicated to people with high incomes. The 
set goals should be measurable and cannot be 
contradictory.

An overview of existing data allows system-
atising the current state of knowledge. Its im-
plementation is crucial because it prevents du-
plication of data, which can generate additional 
unnecessary costs and time. As a secondary data 
bank, SM generated data is increasingly used to 
assess tourism potential. An example of this type 
of research related to one aspect of the tourist po-
tential, which is the image of the place, are the 
studies conducted by McCreary et al. (2019). Their 
authors, based on photo analysis, with regard to 
the universality of the method used, stated that 
the study demonstrates the feasibility of qualita-
tively utilising SM data as a rather rapid and low-
cost process to determine the key components of 
specific visitors’ destination image (McCreary et 
al. 2019). In addition, other authors emphasise 
the usefulness of photography analysis in SM. 
As stated by Richards and Friess (2015), SM data, 
particularly geo-tagged photographs, are spatial-
ly explicit and contain visual information that 
can be used to infer cultural use. Similarly, Sonter 
et al. (2016) found a significant and positive re-
lationship between photos uploaded to the SM 
site Flickr and survey visitation rates in relation 
to conserved lands. Combining georeferenced 

photos volunteered by SM users with view shed 
analysis presents a unique opportunity to evalu-
ate the landscape qualities and visible attributes 
associated with high valued areas (Yoshimura, 
Hiura 2017, Van Berkel et al. 2018). Also Wood 
et al. (2013) conclude that the crowd-sourced in-
formation (big data from Flickr) can indeed serve 
as a reliable proxy for empirical visitation rates. 
This new approach offers opportunities to under-
stand which elements of nature attract people to 
locations around the globe and whether changes 
in ecosystems will alter visitation rates.

The phase associated with the collection of 
primary data includes the supplementation of 
information gaps created after the review of pri-
mary data (Jennings 2010). Research may con-
cern such issues as the characteristics of tourist 
traffic, accommodations, tourist attractions or 
education and training needs. The created data 
bank should be characterised by the complexity 
and continuity of data collection. This results in 
the necessity for the constancy of the collection 
and storage methodology, as well as continuous 
development allowing for the inclusion of new 
sources as they arise. The data analysis is the ba-
sis for determining the tourism potential of the 
destination and includes four basic issues: asset 
assessment, tourist market analysis, develop-
ment planning and analysis of the impact of the 
plan implementation on the destination status. 
The scope of analyses should include both quan-
titative and qualitative research.

Formulating the policy and action plan in-
cludes creating alternative development strate-
gies. The individual options are then evaluated 
in terms of costs, economic, environmental and 
socio-cultural benefits as well as problem areas. 
The selected plan is prepared to the full extent 
and forms the basis for the formulation of the 
operating policy. The recommendation stage is a 
period of dialogue between the authorities and 
experts in the field of tourism. Discussions select 
noteworthy issues, and those of minor impor-
tance are eliminated. This leads to the final shape 
of the development plan. During the implemen-
tation phase, special attention should be paid 
to the gradual introduction of the plan and the 
observation of phenomena that may be a cause 
for concern. It is also important to use methods 
that allow public debate on implemented chang-
es. Monitoring, evaluation and verification of 
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activities are used to detect any deviations from 
the planned development path. It is important 
here to assess the impact of the exceptions that 
exist on the implementation of the plan. Planning 
teams should monitor all internal and external 
factors and react if necessary, creating recom-
mendations for entities implementing the plan.

The whole process of planning and imple-
menting the adopted strategy implies informa-
tion needs. These data is necessary in order to 
(Sigala et al. 2019):
1.	 justify the expenditure of scarce public sector 

resources by local governments, or indeed 
any tier of government,

2.	 provide an evidence base on progress towards 
economic development goals,

3.	 help local government agents to better allocate 
funds across economic development plans by 
monitoring and evaluating their impact and 
return on investment,

4.	 assist in the management of economic devel-
opment funds by assisting local governments 
to monitor their performance and impact and 
take appropriate corrective actions,

5.	 assist economic development practitioners to 
select the most appropriate and effective strat-
egies in order to achieve their economic devel-
opment goals, and

6.	 build momentum in economic development 
efforts by creating knowledge of local success 
that can be shared with businesses, the com-
munity and other key stakeholders.
The results of research carried out by McCreary 

et al. (2019) demonstrate how a qualitative analy-
sis of SM data that reveal visitors’ destination im-
age can be used to enhance destination planning 
and marketing. In turn, Yung et al. (2003) found 
that place names can be a successful place to start 
conversations regarding the political meanings 
of place. Extending this same logic, planners can 
capitalise on the power of images in place-based 
management (Allen et al. 2009, EPA 2020) by dis-
playing visitor-derived images of a place to elicit 
conversation during public planning processes in 
tourism destinations. McCreary et al. (2019) sug-
gest that tourism providers to monitor changes 
in destination image and visitors’ relationships 
with the destination can use UGC. With data that 
are consistently geo-tagged, destination man-
agers may also track spatial patterns of visitor 
movements and destination images over time.

The main problems faced by planner teams 
are, first, the collection and analysis of a data 
bank (especially at the stage of diagnosis) and, 
second, the lack of tools enabling efficient pub-
lic consultations of a wide range. Both in the first 
and the second cases, Internet sources gain pop-
ularity, in particular, SM. However, using this 
type of big data can also be associated with many 
problems. Recent study (Beer et al. 2018) identi-
fied the following barriers that inhibit econom-
ic development agencies to use big data in their 
operations:
1.	 limited skills in the manipulation and inter-

pretation of big data, including familiarity 
with and capacity to use data sets and tech-
nology platforms/data sources,

2.	 tightly constrained staff time to work on data 
analysis and the development of measures,

3.	 budget restrictions for performance measure-
ment,

4.	 concerns over the reliability, security and eth-
ical use of big data, and

5.	 government and agency silos restricting ac-
cess to data.
Moreover McCreary et al. (2019) noticed 

many restrictions on the use of SM as a database. 
They are related to the representativeness of the 
data and the possibility of generalising the re-
sults as the themes presented here pertain to that 
narrow section of individuals represented by 
Instagram users. For example, there is concern 
about the ‘social and spatial representativeness’ 
of UGC data, as many Instagram users are be-
tween 18 and 29 years old (Dischinger et al. 2007). 
Additionally, as other researchers utilising UGC 
have identified, there are some individuals who 
will not be inclined to post, such as those who 
are participating in a hands-on experience such 
as fishing, and can or would not use their phone 
to capture an image at that moment (Wood et 
al. 2013). The fact that the data collected do not 
represent all of the relevant information should 
be the in minds of the researchers who should 
present a convincing argument of how the miss-
ing data may or may not affect their analysis 
(Metaxas, Mustafaraj 2014). Understanding the 
antecedents of the tourists’ use of these tech-
nologies is considered to be crucial for organi-
sation managers and destination policymakers 
(Parra-López et al. 2011). With the current state 
of knowledge, UGC should be integrated with 
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other data during destination planning or mar-
keting efforts; it can be used to identify the key 
attributes of a place that can be assessed through 
more generalisable research designs and meth-
ods. Information needs of economic develop-
ment agencies and DMO represent and have 
to satisfy the needs of many stakeholders (e.g. 
elected members of council, taxpayers, (tourism) 
firms, governments at all levels, associations, 
trade unions), who have various (and sometimes 
conflicting) interests. Balancing the priorities and 
needs of these various stakeholders is not easy, 
though the provision of performance evidence is 
important for achieving the former (Sigala et al. 
2019). SM is increasingly used as big data to fulfil 
these information needs. In addition to many ad-
vantages of this type of database presented inter 
alia by Metaxas, Mustafaraj (2014) and Sigala et 
al. (2019), it is not without risks and limitations 
(e.g. privacy, ethical and accuracy/reliability is-
sues) (Raguseo 2018).

Social media in tourism

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define SM as a 
group of Internet-based applications that build on 
the ideological and technological foundations of Web 
2.0 and that allow the creation and exchange of us-
er-generated content. Thus, like the authors of oth-
er definitions (Zeng et al. 2010, Fischer, Reuber 
2011, Fotis et al. 2011, Kietzmann et al. 2011, 
Dabner 2012) they indicate the product of SM ac-
tivity – UGC. SM as the source of big data has 
many advantages from the point of view of teams 
preparing tourism development plans. Big data 
is spatially and time based, as well as complex, 
i.e. generated from various users and sources. 
The characteristics of big data (Gandomi, Haider 
2015, Lehrer et al. 2018) can significantly address 
the information needs for economic development 
measurement. Analytically, technology advances 
(sensors, SM, web-based tools) generate data in 
high volumes (large-scale data), at high velocity 
(high-speed real time data), in wide variety (data 
variability in the form of e.g. soft and hard data, 
text-based data and numerical data) and with a 
high level of veracity (multiple interpretations 
and a lot of ‘noise’, e.g. big data quality and re-
liability) (Sigala et al. 2019). Other advantages 
of content generated in SM include important 

information for the tourism economy, omitted in 
official statistics (e.g. about accommodation pro-
vided under Couchsurfing, Airbnb, or Uber ser-
vices); in addition big data can support citizen/
stakeholder engagement in economic develop-
ment performance measurement by crowdsourc-
ing data collection (Sigala et al. 2019). Günther 
et al. (2017) identified two additional features of 
big data that can help organisations realise value 
from big data. These features (namely portabil-
ity and interconnectivity) related to the organi-
sational context of big data are used rather than 
their technological features. A review of the arti-
cles indicates that users are eager to share their 
experiences on the Internet, including travel ex-
periences (Fotis et al. 2011). The entries generated 
by them constitute a set of data that, after prior 
arrangement, can be a valuable source of infor-
mation on consumer preferences in the tourism 
market (Polańska, Wassilew 2015). In a rapidly 
changing society, it is necessary to constantly 
analyse the generated data streams because it 
is possible to catch signals indicating the emer-
gence of a new trend from the emerging informa-
tion noise (Brynjolfsson, McAfee 2012). The liter-
ature analysis indicated the thematic areas of SM 
functioning, which could be a valuable source of 
data useful at particular stages of tourism plan-
ning. They are:
1.	 the behaviour of tourists, making a decision 

on a tourist trip,
2.	 satisfaction and dissatisfaction of tourists,
3.	 image management,
4.	 reliability and usefulness of the opinion.

Research on the impact of SM on tourists’ 
behaviour mainly involved looking for patterns 
of conduct, selection of places and products. 
Particular attention was paid to the hotel in-
dustry, links between feelings and user reviews 
were examined (Geetha et al. 2017), differences 
between independent and chain hotels (Banerjee, 
Chua 2016) and business travellers’ ratings 
(Radojevic et. al. 2018), as well as differences in 
device from which they were added (Mariani 
et al. 2019) and in the utility of general and par-
ticular online hotel ratings (Park, Nicolau 2017). 
Research topics also referred to the decision-mak-
ing process at the planning stage (Vermeulen, 
Seegers 2009, Grimm, Needham 2012, Amaro, 
Duarte 2015, Narangajavana et al. 2017, Liu et 
al. 2018), implementation (Wu, Pearce 2014) and 
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travel coverage (Lee, Hu 2005, Wu et al. 2014, Hu 
et al. 2019). Issues related to the motives of us-
ing SM (Ayeh et al. 2013, Munar, Jacobsen 2014, 
Ukpabi, Karjaluoto 2018), the impact of reviews 
on the choice made (Vermeulen, Seegers 2009, 
Jacobsen, Munar 2012, Amaro, Duarte 2015), 
the problem of information overload (Fang et 
al. 2016), the importance of reviews in the de-
cision-making process (Papathanassis, Knolle 
2011) and their impact on formulating expecta-
tions (Lee, Gretzel 2012, Önder, Marchiori 2017) 
were discussed. A relatively new trend is re-
search devoted to photography. They related to 
the phenomena associated with photographing 
and sharing images in SM (Lo et al. 2011), such 
as self-presentation (Dinhopl, Gretzel 2016, Lyu 
2016, Nikjoo, Bakhshi 2019), or the phenomenon 
of photographing food (Wong et al. 2019). The 
subject of many studies on SM is satisfaction as 
well as dissatisfaction of users. The research fo-
cused on dissatisfaction related to hotel guests’ 
dissatisfaction (Liu et al. 2017), experiences in 
wildlife tourism (Prakash et al. 2018), as well as 
the impact of responses to negative comments on 
consumer confidence (Levy et al. 2013, Sparks et 
al. 2016, Li et al. 2017). On the other hand, satis-
faction surveys focused mainly on online review 
management (Nguyen, Coudounaris 2015) and 
linking the expectations created by SM with the 
real tourist offer (Narangajavana et al. 2017). The 
image of a tourist destination is more and more 
dependent on information generated by tourists, 
residents and entrepreneurs (Llodrà-Riera et al. 
2015). SM is becoming an increasingly popular 
marketing tool for destination and image man-
agement. The research included the impact of re-
views on image management (Phillips et al. 2015, 
Baka 2016, Lui et al. 2018) and the role of resi-
dents in creating it (Uchinaka et al. 2019). In terms 
of destination marketing, the users’ involvement 
in tourist brands was examined (Cabiddu et al. 
2014, Harrigan et al. 2017). An important often 
discussed in the literature issue in the context 
of SM is the credibility of the published content. 
Research in this matter concerns such areas as the 
consequences of false opinions (Filieri et al. 2015) 
or features of reliable opinions (Filieri 2016). The 
issue of the usefulness of opinions (Liu et al. 
2015) and the motives for publishing them was 
also discussed (Munar, Jacobsen 2014, Liu et al. 
2019a).

Social media as a data bank

The development of the Internet has resulted 
in the emergence of new research methods adapt-
ed to its specificity. One of them is netnography, 
which adapts ethnographic research techniques 
to study communities and cultures emerging on 
the Internet and uses publicly available content 
as part of a research sample (Kozinets 2010). This 
method is mainly based on field research, with 
a certain degree of participation and interaction 
with the online community (Woodside et al. 
2007). Netnography provides information about 
consumers’ patterns of online behaviour, reveal-
ing their hidden desires, experiences and expec-
tations (Tavakoli, Wijesinghe 2019). Content pub-
lished by SM users is varied in form (Giglio et 
al. 2019). Recognising them is important because 
it determines how they will be collected, stored 
and analysed. Research in the field of tourism 
mainly concerns opinions published by travel-
lers in the form of star ratings (Lee, Gretzel 2012, 
Park, Nicolau 2015, Moro et al. 2017, Lui et al. 
2018), reviews (Muchazondida, Markwell 2014, 
Wong, Qi 2017, Yan et al. 2018) as well as photo-
graphs (Lo et al. 2011, Kim, Stepchenkova 2015, 
Dinhopl, Gretzel 2016, Lyu 2016, Agustí 2018, 
Nikjoo, Bakhshi 2019, Wong et al. 2019). The 
analysis of the star rating is carried out using ad-
vanced mathematical models (Torres et al. 2014). 
They allow, among others, to explain how ratings 
affect sales and revenue (Ye et al. 2009), what is 
the relationship between the ratings and traffic 
volume on the website (Zhang et al. 2010) or the 
segmentation of the users (Kirilenko et al. 2019).

Reviews published by SM users are analysed 
using text mining methods. These methods are 
aimed at extracting keywords from the unstruc-
tured text data (e.g. user comments), as well as 
analysing the correlation between them. This 
allows for the identification of behavioural pat-
terns and provides relevant information on the 
behaviour and interaction between people (Moro 
et al. 2017). The tests can be carried out manually 
or by a computer, while the research sample for 
manual analysis is much more limited (Levy et al. 
2013, Mankad et al. 2016), and the result largely 
depends on the expert’s knowledge (Zhou et al. 
2014). Simple computer methods are limited to 
extracting the list of the most common words, 
without examining the correlation between them 
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(Lee, Hu 2005, Li et al. 2013b). The result is that the 
conclusions can often be unclear and confusing 
(Büschken, Allenby 2016). More advanced meth-
ods, such as the Latent Dirichlet Allocation meth-
od, allow recognising the correlation between 
words (Guo et al. 2017). A relatively new trend 
in the analysis of SM is the study of the content of 
photographs made available on social networks. 
Due to the specificity of this format, the analysis 
is done manually and with a limited sample. The 
feature of data generated on social networking 
sites is a high degree of dispersion, which causes 
difficulties in their collection and analysis using 
standard statistical software (Muñiz, Schau 2011). 
Resources with such characteristics are referred to 
as big data (Snijders et al. 2012). Big data seems 
to be strongly related to the existing methods of 
data analysis; however, there are several features 
that constitute a new challenge. These include 
volume, velocity and variety (Cuesta et al. 2013).

Although the collection and storage costs have 
significantly decreased in recent years, the rapid 
increase in the amount of data is still a big prob-
lem. In 1992, daily 100 GB of data was generated, 
in 1997 this amount of data appeared in every 
hour and in 2002 already in every second. It is es-
timated that in 2018, every second the world will 
be enriched by 50,000 GB of data (Marr 2018). In 
times when an immediate response to emerging 
trends is important, such an impressive growth 
of data is a separate issue. The speed here refers 
both to the rate of increase of the abundance of 
the previously defined database with new re-
cords and to the addition of new sources ap-
pearing at any time. Quick response allows you 
to observe events almost when they occur. Big 
data is characterised by a large diversity, and it 
allows integrating data from separate sources, 
each of which is described by its own semantics. 
These can be, for example, data from GPS, social 
networks or transaction data. The challenge is to 
combine all data sets together so that they can 
be simultaneously analysed within one logical 
model. Data obtained from SM can be analysed 
in many ways, each of which requires the use 
of appropriate tools. The ratings that users give 
products on the rating portals can be collected 
in the form of a quantitative database. Acquiring 
these data and organising them allows obtaining 
information about the degree of satisfaction with 
individual services.

Many portals, apart from the general assess-
ment of the facility, allow adding partial grades, 
which allow obtaining more detailed information 
about the object or the user adding opinions. The 
Booking.com portal evaluates the hotel based 
on ratings regarding cleanliness, location or val-
ue for money, which allows for a more in-depth 
analysis, e.g. identification of the best location 
due to the opinions of guests visiting hotels. The 
Tripadvisor portal, by contrast, classifies reviews 
by the type of traveller, as well as by the season 
in which the object was visited. This provides 
relevant information about the consumer’s pro-
file, e.g. whether the restaurant is more likely 
to be visited by families with children or per-
haps by people travelling for business purposes. 
Descriptive reviews are a separate scope for anal-
ysis. A characteristic feature of the content of the 
review is the occurrence of repeating words that 
are identifiable using appropriate tools for text 
exploration. Identifying the words-attributes for 
a given location makes it possible to recognise the 
features that have the greatest impact on tourist 
traffic. Modern software not only identifies char-
acteristic words but also links between them. 
This tool is applicable when analysing a positive 
or negative image, thus allowing to identify areas 
that attract tourists, as well as those that cause 
their dissatisfaction (Nowacki 2017). Photos pub-
lished by users can also be a valuable source of 
information. The value here is, first, the possibil-
ity of comparing photographs posted by tourist 
companies and those presenting the actual state, 
as well as the analysis of the substantive content 
of the photos, which allows understanding what 
object or action makes the place very popular. In 
addition, posting a photo in the review signifi-
cantly increases its credibility of the opinion.

SM are increasingly used as tools for manag-
ing the image of a tourist destination. The SM 
marketing model is a relatively new issue. It de-
rives from the theory of tribal marketing, based 
on the phenomenon of building groups around 
a specific brand (Cova, Cova 2002). It is readily 
used by enterprises present in SM to create so-
called brand communities whose members have 
the opportunity to exchange views and interact 
with the producer (Grębosz et al. 2016). The phe-
nomenon of the accumulation of users around 
brands in SM is increasingly used in the sale and 
distribution of tourist products. The advertising 
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campaign however should be multichannel, 
so that it is possible to reach as many groups 
of recipients as possible. The use of both social 
and traditional media results in higher efficien-
cy than it does with the use of a single channel 
(Benckendorff et al. 2014). An example of such a 
campaign is marketing activities carried out on 
the Internet, which have met with so much in-
terest among users that they have penetrated 
traditional media. Unusual and innovative ad-
vertising campaigns are readily commented on 
television news or radio broadcasts, thus gaining 
new recipients. The integrated marketing com-
munication assumes that every communication 
channel has limitations, which campaign creators 
should be aware of (Duncan, Moriarty 1999).

Social media as a tool for social 
communication

SM is an important channel of communica-
tion with consumers in the area of improving the 
product offer. An interactive dialogue carried out 
with the help of this channel allows the clients 
to be involved in the process of designing and 
testing new solutions (Polańska, Wassilew 2015). 
Consultations of this type should, however, be 
carried out under appropriate conditions so that 
the information provided is narrowed to the are-
as of interest (Aaby, Discenza 2006). Griffin (2013) 
distinguishes two aspects necessary to reach the 
hidden needs of the consumer and make him a 
co-creator in the process of developing product 
innovations:
1.	 consumer statements should relate to func-

tions and be based on experience related to 
products that were previously used by them,

2.	 they should describe their impressions and 
indicate problems which occurred during 
use, and the persons conducting the research 
should ask about the context, conditions and 
ways of using the product.
Undoubtedly, this definition is included in re-

views posted by users. Some portals, in addition 
to adding reviews, enable dialogue between us-
ers. Von Hippel (2008) points to the role of key us-
ers in the process of creating product innovations. 
Among those who speak online in a given themat-
ic area, there are also those with high motivation 
to co-create the product and have the necessary 

specialist knowledge. SM allows finding and 
contacting such users. Public consultations in the 
field of tourism development planning should 
involve a wide range of stakeholders, including 
residents, entrepreneurs and local organisations, 
and above all tourists. Especially valuable here 
are the opinions of people with extensive travel 
experience, which often manifests itself in high 
activity in tourist portals. These people can influ-
ence both the shaping of public opinion and the 
image of the tourist destination.

Discussion

A literature review in the field of tourism is-
sues, taking into account the use of SM as data-
bases or communication tools, has shown that so 
far there are no examples of comprehensive use 
of SM at all stages associated with the process of 
planning tourism development on a local scale. 
Previous studies, the results of which have been 
presented in the analysed articles, have taken 
into account the problems corresponding to se-
lected stages of creating plans or their implemen-
tation (Table 2).

The reasons for this can be argued both in the 
specifics of planning and the implementation of 
plans – it is a process consisting of many stages, 
for which different teams are usually responsi-
ble for the resolution. Therefore, the use of SM 
as databases as well as communication tools is 
also done by teams in relation to the constrained 
stage of the planning process. A separate issue 
is that how reality check studies (IEDC 2014) 
show that despite the importance of performance 
measurement, more than 30% economic develop-
ment agencies do not measure their performance 
regularly. Research findings also provided the 
following reasons as to why organisations do not 
track their performance. Reasons refer not only to 
the difficulties of measurement studies but also 
to the deficiencies of data, methods and econom-
ic development agents to address measurement 
needs (Sigala et al. 2019).

On the other hand, scientific research of the 
entire planning process and implementation of 
tourism development plans and capacity utilisa-
tion in this priority of SM demand holistic and 
long-distance shots. Scientists, as demonstrated 
by the presented review of the literature, look 
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rather at specific problems related to the select-
ed phase of the planning process. The specifici-
ty of SM is a separate problem, in which data is 
generated individually, in relation to individual, 
and usually at local scale. It causes the need to 
search for effective methods of data collection 
and synthesis. As Sigala et al. (2019) aptly not-
ed organisations nowadays have access to more 
data than they actually know how to analyse and 
what to do with it. Considering the huge poten-
tial of SM as databases and communication tools 
useful in the tourism development planning pro-
cess, at this stage of knowledge development, 
project teams dealing with the collection, anal-
ysis and synthesis of data covering all stages of 
the beaching process should be established. It is 
a challenge for both teams of scientists (shaping 
methodology and theory) and practitioners (test-
ing developed theoretical and methodological 
frameworks in a specific practical context). The 
results of big data project teams should contrib-
ute to the development of research methodology 
as well as guaranteeing current useful knowl-
edge for teams making decisions about the shape 
of created and implemented plans.

Conclusions

The literature review showed that the main 
research problems that exist in regards to SM 
as a tourism planning tool were tourist behav-
iour and decision-making process, satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction, image management as well 
as credibility and usefulness of opinions. The 
research is fragmentary, it does not refer to the 
tourism development planning cycle, but rather 
focuses on narrower issues related to a specific 
planning stage. SM create both many opportunities 
and limitations as a potential source of a data bank 
and publicly available tools for social communi-
cation. Both of these functions can be used at var-
ious stages of tourism planning on a local scale. 
The main possibilities include providing informa-
tion on the preferences of people visiting a giv-
en region, in the form of a data bank based on a 
large statistical sample (analyses of data from SM 
are conducted anonymously, so there is no prob-
lem with the ethics of social research). They also 
allow social communication with a wide range 
of stakeholders and the implementation of mar-
keting activities of a tourist destination, reaching 

Table 2. SM as a source of data and communication tools in tourism development planning.
Planning stage SM function Research topics Literature

Preparing research, 
setting strategy goals DB, SC

Recognising the needs for creat-
ing strategies

Cabiddu et al. 2014, Önder, Marchiori 
2017, Wang et al. 2017, Ziegler et al. 
2018, Hu et al. 2019, Sinclair et al. 2019

Review of secondary 
data

DB

Identification of demand charac-
teristics – tourists’ opinions, sat-
isfaction with the current tourist 
offer and tourist migration routes

Vermeulen, Seegers 2009, Li et al. 
2013a,b, Cong et al. 2014, Liu et al. 2017, 
Radojevic et al. 2018, Giglio et al. 2019, 
Hu et al. 2019, Nikjoo, Bakhshi 2019, 
Yan et al. 2019

Collection of primary 
data SC Identification of the main prob-

lems of tourism development
Boley et al. 2013, Cabiddu et al. 2014, 
Cró, Martins 2017, Kirilenko et al. 2019

Analysis of secondary 
and primary data –

Data analysis methods Rong et al. 2012, Li et al. 2013a,b, 
Stepchenkova, Zhan 2013, Chua et al. 
2016, Wong, Qi 2017, Marine-Roig, Fer-
rer-Rosell 2018, Hu et al. 2019

Policy initiation, formu-
lation of an action plan SC Informing about the assumptions 

of the formulated action plan
Månsson 2011, Shao et al. 2016, Harrig-
an et al. 2017, Li et al. 2017

Recommendations SC Consultations on proposed devel-
opment scenarios

Cabiddu et al. 2014, Harrigan et al. 2017, 
Pantano et al. 2017, Mucha, Holder 2019

Implementation
SC

Marketing activities Dijkmans et al. 2015, Llodrà-Riera et al. 
2015, Lo, McKercher 2015, Mariani et al. 
2016, Shao et al. 2016

Monitoring, evalua-
tion and verification of 
activities DB, SC

Assessment of the effects of the 
implementation of the adopted 
objectives for the development of 
promoted tourism segments

Radojevic et al. 2015, Wang et al. 2017, 
Wong, Qi 2017, Boley et al. 2018, Ma-
rine-Roig, Ferrer-Rosell 2018, Ziegler et 
al. 2018, Liu et al. 2019b

DB, data bank; SC, social communication.
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the right target group. The main limitation is deal-
ing with dynamic, complex data bank that can 
be hard in rapidly changing SM platforms. Also 
the target group could be difficult to identify due 
to the fact of anonymous nature of the Internet 
use. Difficulties may also be generated by the 
policy of companies running social networking 
sites, associated with, for example, not disclosing 
the methods of creating rankings, which in turn 
causes difficulties in data interpretation.

The presented concept of tourism planning 
is based on well-known assumptions regarding 
planning and enriches them with new sources of 
information and communication channels such 
as SM. It allows to achieve a greater degree of 
social participation, and thus to achieve solu-
tions better adapted to the expectations of dif-
ferent groups of stakeholders and adaptation to 
dynamically changing conditions. The versatil-
ity and diversity of forms in which SM occur, 
allows their use in many aspects of tourism de-
velopment, from diagnosis to marketing of im-
plemented changes.

However, many issues require detailed elab-
oration, above all in the methodological aspect. 
Previously published articles provide only ru-
dimentary information on communication with 
stakeholder groups and data collection from tour-
ist websites. These issues require further elabora-
tion, in particular, in the process of creating and 
analysing a data bank, so that it is not time- and 
capital-intensive. An important issue is also de-
termining the characteristics of SM users. One 
should not put forward a simple conclusion here 
that the popularity of the Internet and SM make 
them reflect the structure of society. Specifying 
the characteristics of UGC will allow to determine 
which segment of clients they represent and, 
therefore, whose expectations can be satisfied.

Planning for tourism development is a diffi-
cult task and requires constant learning, modify-
ing existing methods and developing completely 
new ones that allow the use of information from 
further sources. The potential of SM has already 
been noticed in the works related to the tourism 
development planning process, but it is still a 
path full of new phenomena requiring a wide-
spread diagnosis. Hence, at this stage of knowl-
edge development, an important direction of re-
search should be a holistic, long-term approach, 
covering the entirety of a given planning cycle 

and plan implementation. It is a challenge both 
for teams of scientists (shaping methodology and 
theory) and for the practitioners (testing devel-
oped theoretical and methodological frameworks 
in a specific practical context).
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