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Abstract

In this research the main idea was to investigate the use of social media for sustainable rural mountain tourism. The study
was qualitative, and enabled the discovery of the main thematic issues related to the travel process of tourists when using
social media for rural mountain region tourism. The study found four types of themes: (1) social media use in the
planning stage of the trip, (2) social media use before the trip, (3) social media use during the trip, and (4) social media
use after the trip. The results show that tourists use social media at all stages of travel for rural mountain region tourism.
At the first stage (planning), tourists mainly use social media to search for information. The results are further applicable
to broaden the concept in other activities of tourist or other personals while using social media. Future implications are
made and conclusion are drawn for further expansion of the idea.
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INTRODUCTION

Approaches to the qualitative and quantitative
evaluation of social media have been limited for the
investigation of social media use in rural tourism. Here,
an attempt was made to discern the wider implications
of social media in the perspective of rural mountain
region, which provided a broader view of the
phenomenon. This study describes interviews
conducted with respondents to determine tourist
activities in the tour process when using social media in
a rural region. The researchers visited different areas to
target rural mountain region tourists, who were
supposed to have used social media at least once in the
past year. To discern the thematic activities undergone
by tourists when using social media at each stage of
their  trips, an  open-ended,  semi-structured
questionnaire was used. In this study, the focus was on

conducting qualitative analysis and highlighting themes.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this section, some summarized definitions
and explanations of different internet-based networking
concepts are discussed. The definition of social media is
easier to understand once Web 2.0 and other user-
generated content are differentiated. These two
concepts became known in the late 20th century as
descriptions of the situation that existed when
consumers began to experience the benefits of the

World Wide Web [1]. Some researchers define social
media as the conjunction of Web 2.0 and user-generated
content [2]. For a more in-depth understanding of the
different forms and evolution of SNSs, a detailed
discussion is presented here:

Web 2.0 denotes a major concept associated
with the World Wide Web. This concept has many
pervasive uses in terms of usage levels, technological
integration, business philosophies, and sociology [3].
The basic concept of Web 2.0 was introduced by
O’Reilly and Media Live [4]. The line that separates
Web 2.0 from Web 1.0 is the existence of direct
connections between users [5]. Web 2.0 has the ability
to directly connect people, while Web 1.0 is not
participatory in nature [6]. Some researchers
differentiate the concepts further, noting that in Web
2.1 there are very few content creators, and consumers
act as content users; in contrast, in Web 2.0, the user
can be both the content creator and consumer at the
same time [7]. In Web 2.0 applications, users can create
many intra- and inter-group discussions to share audio,
video, and messages directly with each other [8].
Searching and using Web 1.0 content is passive, and
users can only access data that has been created for
them, while Web 2.0 content is active, and users can
search and use the content they want [6]. In similar
definitions, some other researchers, such as Sigala,
define Web 2.0 as internet-based services that enable
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users to interact with each other [9]. Sigala also defines
the concept of Web 2.0 in different ways, for example,
“Web 2.0 is a tool for online collaboration and... mass
communication” [9]. Some other researchers argue that
these tools enable the masses to interact with each other,
and also provide a way to communicate in a responsive
way [9].

The blog concept was initially introduced by
Jorn Barger, who first used the term in 1997 [10]. The
short form, “blog,” which is well known among blog
users, was first used by Peter Merholz in 1999 [11].
Blogs or weblogs were introduced following a long
period of different communication channel start-ups,
including Usenet and many other commercial online
services such as CompuServe and email [12]. A weblog
expert from Canada provides a good definition: a
“weblog is a brief message available for [the] public
online” [12]. Blogs use a chronological method of
communicating information, from the personal diaries
of authors to generalized public messages [2], and are
considered to be the earliest form of social media [13].
Blogs are presented in a conversational form, with
bloggers addressing a particular topic they want to
publish [14]. Bloggers are considered to be natural
users of the internet, in that they create, publish, and
respond to blogs, and users sometimes regard weblogs
as important sources of information, in which opinions,
news or analysis are collected [12]. Blogs are also
created with the purpose of generating a sense of
community among online users, allowing different
people to connect with each other, interact, and make
communal decisions [15].

Social Networking Sites (SNSs)

According to the literature, the first SNS was
launched in 1997 when SixDegrees.com provided an
opportunity for users to create a private profile to
connect with each other [16]. The social networking
cities [17] are defined as to communicate with others
within certain boundaries or rules [18]. SNSs are also
denoted as “nodes” that bind and connect individuals or
organizations for information sharing, likes/dislikes,
relationships, common beliefs, knowledge or prestige,
and so on [19]. SNSs emerged from the basic concept
of Web 2.0, when the new technological and
psychological features associated with SNSs merged
with older Web 2.0 computer-mediated characteristics
[16]. Since the beginning of SNSs, millions of users
have enjoyed online communications [20]. SNSs like
Facebook, YouTube, MySpace, Cyworld, WeChat, and
Twitter experience an increasing number of users every
day [20]. A recent report produced in September 2017
showed that Facebook is the most well-known SNS of
all networking sites, according to social media user
statistics [20]. Enormous amounts of content are
transferred daily through these networking sites [20].
SNSs include features such as public profiles, friends,
followers with their comments, home feeds/pages, like
or dislike options, groups, and tags [21].

Although SixDegrees.com attracted many
members by the notion of communicating with each
other, the site failed due to its inability to thrive as a
sustainable business [16]. After the launch of different
types of SNS, many websites were released, which
eventually caused a revolution in the field of
communication [22].

Reports in literature described that the number
of currently active users of SNSs has surpassed 173
million [20]. Facebook is the leading SNS with over
2,061 million users, compared to other SNS. Facebook
creates more online content compared to any other SNS,
and provides the opportunity for further research and
analysis regarding the uses of SNSs in human
communities. The top four SNSs belong to Western
countries, while WeChat and QQ belong to the Eastern
world (China), which points to global competition
among SNS services. Since 1997, many SNSs have
come into existence, but few have been able to survive,
while many have disappeared or have a very limited
number of users [23].

Facebook, the most popular, web-based, social
media networking site, was founded by Mark
Zuckerberg on February 4, 2004 [24]. Up until now,
Facebook has increased its number of users each day.
Every year, millions of people join Facebook and
become part of an online community.

The online available data for SNSs show that
the majority of YouTube users live in the US, and that
every year the number of YouTube users increases. As
with Facebook, the number of YouTube users has
increased every year in both the US and in other parts
of the world [20]. It is estimated that the total number
of YouTube users will be 187.8 million in 2019 in the
US [20]. The increase in users of YouTube indicates
that online communities increase every day, and
illustrates general consumer behavior toward the use of
SNSs. Each year, Google earns millions of dollars just
from YouTube through advertisements [25].

In a YouTube site search, there is a lot of
online material related to tourism, and users search here
for tourism-related information [26]. A study conducted
by some researchers indicates that YouTube is the
preference of tourists when searching for information
[27]. In the last quarter of 2017, there were 1,300
million users. All users are registered, and actively
connect through WhatsApp to communicate. Currently,
it is the most used and well-known SNS among the top
social media networks in China [28]. Most WeChat
users belong to China [29]. It has also been noted in
previous studies that the number of Facebook users is
very low in China in comparison to its population [30].
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Significance of Tourism and Rural Regions

Much is written about tourism and rural
mountain region tourism in the literature and also
described about the significance of tourism [31]. This
literature review first covers the basic concepts of
tourism, that is, definitions of tourism, tourist, and tour.
It then discusses the basic concepts of rural and
mountain region tourism: the origin of rural and
mountain region tourism and its current forms. Tourism
is indicated to travel outside [32]. Tourism is either
related to pursue a pleasure or a activity for business
purpose [33].

Tourism is very significant for economic
development, cultural exchange, and civilizations [34].
A tourist doesn’t only look at or visit a place but also
contributes to the experience of local community
sustainability [35]. Tourists often build relationships
with local community members, and later these
relations may convert to big business deals or other
economic terms [36]. Tourism is an important industry
for regions and nations, and for community
development [37, 33]. Its importance was underlined in
the Manila Declaration on World Tourism in 1980 as:

“...an activity essential to the life of nations
because of its direct effects on the social, cultural,
educational, and economic sectors of national societies
and on their international relations” [38].

Tourism brings many changes to the local
economy, creating employment opportunities for locals,
and exchange of goods and services, as well [39].

There are several definitions available to
describe countryside/rural regions. Some define the
countryside as, “the regions, which exist outside a town
or city” [40]. Some other scholars offer the following
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definition: “the areas which are not urban are rural”
[41]. Regions in a country that are less developed and
have low population density are also included in the
rural [41]. The US census bureau, defines urban areas
as, “those areas which have a population density of one
thousand people per square mile.” Thus, areas that do
not have a population density of one thousand people
per square mile can be included in the rural [42]. One
main issue with the existing definitions of the rural is
that the boundaries, populations, and other
characteristics used to define a countryside or rural area
are calculated after a long interval of sometimes 10 or
more years [42]. Some researchers state that certain
places in urban areas are much less developed in
character and other features as compared to the rural,
but are included in urban areas [43]. The most common
definition of the countryside is presented by the Oxford
Reference: “the land and scenery of a rural area” [44].
Another definition of countryside presented by the
Cambridge Dictionary is, “land not in towns, cities, or
industrial areas, that is either used for farming or left in
its natural condition” [45]. Besides these basic
definitions, every country has its own definition of
countryside or rural; these definitions apply only to
certain territory, and also differ according to the area of
study [46].

Research Design

This study was conducted in the region of
Gilgit-Baltistan, which is very famous for the tour and
trips (Figure-1). The northern Pakistan is very famous
for tourism [47, 48] touching with many international
boarders [49]. The study sample was the eight districts
of Gilgit-Baltistan Pakistan [50] having a population of
1,800,000. There are many popular areas in for tour and
tourism, like, Skardu, Hunza, and many more [48].
Beside these are there are many areas which attract
national and international tourist [51].

-~

‘.. Gilgit
“-., Baltistan
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Fig-1: Map of Pakistan focusing on the study area [47]
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Research Background

In previous studies, the social media use and
activities highlighted by tourists during all stages of
rural mountain region tourism are not presented using
qualitative methods. Some studies discuss tourist
behavior and thematic activities undertaken by tourists
in the tour process with reference to one or two steps.
Social media has become the number one choice of
global consumers for decision-making [52]. The
advancement of the internet and availability of different
SNSs enable consumers to choose and use media in
different ways. Some previous studies disclose that
social media is becoming more popular every day with
consumers, especially for purposes of tourism, and that
it has a positive impact on consumers’ lives [53]. The
availability of all types of internet services and online
information for consumers helps in making numerous
decisions [54]. Likewise, per day of activity, social
media has become an important agent in planning a tour
[55]. The availability of internet options facilitates
consumer preferences and teamwork [55]; consumers,
like tourists, depend on the suggestions of other experts
to make decisions [55] and to create a sense of
belonging [27]. Social media has now become an agent
of change in the minds of consumers [56]. Fotis, along
with other researchers, conclude that tourists mainly use
social media after a trip they have enjoyed [57]. In
previous studies most of studies did not complete the
whole process of tourism while touring a mountain area,
like some researchers only check the social media use
for, planning, pre-trip, trip, and post-trip [55, 58].

As stated in earlier, there are a few studies that
have discussed social media use in the rural tour
process in detail, but none of them are able to present
an accepted, trusted way for rural mountain rea tourism.
In this study, comprehensive qualitative research was
undertaken  with a thematic, semi-structured
questionnaire.

Study Methods for Thematic Measurement in the
Tourism Process
In this study a semi-structured questionnaire
was used. Justification for the qualitative data collection
and other details are presented here. Previous studies
recommend a cluster sampling method for this type of
qualitative and specific purpose-oriented study [59];
therefore, the cluster sampling method was the method
used in this study. A semi-structured interview
questionnaire was used. The justification for using this
type of questionnaire is well presented by Bernard, who
states that if the time to meet with respondents is
possibly limited to only once, the use of a semi-
structured interview is most suitable [60]. The study
type may be qualitative, quantitative or based on mixed
methods [61]. The quantitative study follows a
deductive method of investigation in which a previously
presented model is tested, while a qualitative study
presents a new method [62]. In this study, the aim was
to discern the themes and contents used or faced by
tourists during the entire tourism process. This study
therefore used a qualitative approach to formulate a
new model. A semi-structured questionnaire was used
to collect the data. Following were main research
objective:
* To discover how social media is used in the
entire rural mountain region tour process.

DATA ANALYSIS, RESULTS, AND DISCUSSION

For data analysis, the interviews were
transformed into codes and then presented in tabular
form. The results for each stage are discussed below.
Excel was used for coding and sorting, and the main
themes were exerted with a tally bar, using frequencies.
Table-1 describes the main outcomes of the interview
results codes from 124 tourist.

Table-1: Excel Sketch for Tally Bars in the Qualitative Study

Stage No. Themes Final codes

Respondent codes

R1IRZR3R4R5R6 R7R8R9RIORI1IRIZRI3IRI4RISR 16 R17R 18

Information Search
Looking at other people’s

1

1

2222112 2 2 1 1 1 1 3 1 1

1 Planning stage 323311223 3 1 3 3 21 3 2 2
comments about a tour
Calculating the budget forthetrip 2 3 1 1 3 3 1 3 1 1 3 2 2 3 2 1 2 3
Finding and collaboration with 222112121 3 1 2 1 2 1 1 1 2
travel party members

2 Pre-trip stage Handling trip departure issues 111231212 2 2 1 2 1 2 32 1
Booking tickets and making 333323132 1 3 3 3 3 2 3 9 3
purchases
self-Expression 113333111 1 3 3 1 1 2 2 3 1
Selecting the best options 4 22 22 4123 3 4 4 3 3 4 3 4 3

3 During the trip stage Entertainment 234111222 4 1 1 2 2 1 1 3 4
Kf:epmg in touch with family and 34 1 44291 4 2 2 2 4 4 1 1 5 2
friends
Keeping in touch with travel party L3 1 111112 4 2 1 2 41 1 2 3
members

4 Post-irip stage Evaluating past consumption 212444124 1 1 2 3 3 4 4 3 4
Relating trip adventures 323332232 2 4 3 1 1 1 2 1 1
Recall memories 4 4 42 232 3 4 4 3 4 4 2 2 1 3 2

Note: Source, Author
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Planning Stage-Social Media Usage Behavior
During the planning stage, tourists are

motivated to find information and to make other major

decisions associated with the tour. Tourists use social

media for different purposes at this stage. The main
highlighted activities undertaken by tourists at this stage
are presented in Table-2.

Table-2: Planning stage-social media usage behavior

Social media use intentions at the planning stage | Tally | %

To search for information on tourist destinations | 47 42.3%
Looking at other people’s comments about a tour | 32 28.8%
To calculate the budget for the trip 32 28.8%
Total 111 100

Note: Source, Author

Results also shows that the tourist want to use
social media in the planning stage to search for
information, to look for other people’s comments about
the tour, and for budget calculations. The results also
indicate that the majority of tourists intend to use social
media in tourism to search for information (42.3%)
during the planning stage of their trip.

Pre-Trip Stage--Social Media Usage Behavior

The pre-trip stage of a tour is the second stage
of the tourist decision-making process for tourism
during which tourists who are already motivated to visit
a place and make further decisions to confirm the tour.
The main activities that tourists undertake in the second
stage of travel are presented in Table-3.

Table-3: Pre-trip stage--social media usage behavior

Social media use intentions at the pre-trip stage Tally | %

To find and collaborate with travel party members | 36 31.60%

To handle trip departure issues 46 40.40%
To book tickets and make purchases 32 28.10%
Total 114 | 100

Note: Source, Author

The results in Table-3 show that the main
activities of tourists at the pre-trip stage include
collaborating with travel companions, handling trip
departure issues, booking tickets, and purchasing some
goods and services. The focus activity at this stage is
handling trip departure issues (40.4%).

During The Trip-Social Media Usage Behavior

In the third stage of tourism, tourists are very
busy, and mainly use social media to manage their trips.
The following results show the main activities
undertaken by tourists during rural mountain region
tourism.

Table-4: During the trip--social media usage behavior

Social media use intentions during the trip | Tally | %

For self-expression

To select the best options

For entertainment

43 34.6%
22 17.7%
35 28.2%

To keep in touch with family and friends | 24 19.3%

Total

124 | 100

Note: Source, Author

The results in Table-4 show that the main
activities when using social media during the third stage
of tourists’ journeys. The activities are included as self-
expression, entertainment, selecting the best options
and keeping in touch with family and friends. Self-
expression is most highlighted activity in this stage
(34.6%).

Post-Trip Stage- Social Media Usage Behavior

The fourth stage is the last stage of a trip
during which tourists intend to use social media for
various activities. In this stage, tourists may have
completed their journey but still wish to use social
media to recall memories of the trip. The main activities
at this stage are listed in Table-5.
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Table-5: Post-trip stage- social media usage behavior

Social media use intentions during the post-trip stage | Tally | %

To keep in touch with travel party members 48 38.7%
To evaluate past consumption 21 16.9%
To relate trip adventures 31 25%
To recall memories 24 19.3%
Total 124 | 100

Note: Source, Author

Table-5 shows social media activities
undertaken when tourists finish their trips, these are:
keeping in touch with travel companions, relating trip
adventures, evaluating past consumption and recalling
memories. The results also reveal that the majority of
tourists wish to keep in touch with their travel
companions at the end of their tour through social
media (38.7%).

Beside the above results the tourist were asked
to describe the social media types which they use
during whole process of tourism. The results are shown
in Figure-2, where, majority of the tourist are interested
to Facebook as a tool to manage the travel activities.

68%

= MO

= WhatsAPP
WeChat

= Blogs
Other SM
Facebook

Fig-2: Type of social media used by tourists
(Source, Author)

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study was specially conducted to know
the main activities which highlighted by tourist for a
sustainable tour process in rural mountain tourism. The
study results shows that tourist use social media in for
stages of rural mountain region tourism: planning stage,
pre stage, during the trip and post trip. In planning stage
tourists use social media to search information, in pre-
trip it is used to handle trip affairs, in during the trip
stage it is used for self-expression and in last stage,
post-trip, the tourist use social media to keep in touch
with travel companions. The results also concluded that
majority of the tourist use social media in the first stage
of tourism process in the rural mountain region tourism,
i.e.; planning stage.

The recommendations of this study is for the
tourism related personal, if they want to boost the
tourist attraction, the planning stage should be focused.
The literature and current facts also suggest that in this
regard Facebook (Figure-2) should also be kept in mind
to know the tourist activities. For academia, this
research will be a bench mark to know more about the
activities of the tourist and tourism related activities.
Future studies may be conducted to know more details
for any one activity or stage of tourism and can also
conduct the study in some other areas, like, use of

social media in religious tourism or a special event
tourism etc.

Author Contributions: All authors did the work
equally.
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