

  sustainability-13-12471




sustainability-13-12471







Sustainability 2021, 13(22), 12471; doi:10.3390/su132212471




Article



Tourism and COVID-19: The Show Must Go On



Teresa Borges-Tiago 1,*[image: Orcid], Sandra Silva 2, Sónia Avelar 1, João Pedro Couto 1, Luíz Mendes-Filho 3 and Flávio Tiago 1[image: Orcid]





1



Department of Business, University of the Azores, 9500 Ponta Delgada, Portugal






2



Unidade de Saúde de Ilha de São Miguel, 9500 Ponta Delgada, Portugal






3



Department of Tourism, Federal University of Rio Grande do Norte, Natal 59072-970, Brazil









*



Correspondence: maria.tp.tiago@uac.pt







Academic Editor: Michael Tarrant



Received: 3 October 2021 / Accepted: 9 November 2021 / Published: 11 November 2021



Abstract

:

Tourism and hospitality actors face an unprecedented challenge in reigniting these industries through digital communication. All past knowledge regarding tourist behavior and preferences has been rendered irrelevant since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and its resulting enforced changes. Several reports have pointed to the existence of a travel sentiment that may be actionable by communication. This work attempts to reveal some of the elements that may compose this travel sentiment. To pursue this aim, an online pilot survey was conducted among those who were regular travelers before the COVID-19 outbreak. The data was used to validate the conceptual model through a partial least squares structural equation model estimation. The findings revealed that travel constraints are the most influential dimension, along with social media and technology usage, in affecting tourist behavior. Thus, in their communication strategy, tourism and hospitality players should reinforce the health- and hygiene-related measures taken, while simultaneously promoting the trustworthiness of the shared information.
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1. Introduction


Tourism was one of the industries most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic [1]. Yet, during the lockdown, governments, healthcare managers, and epidemiologists, as well as entrepreneurs and individuals worldwide, planned and dreamed of their next steps, reflecting their resilience and desire to return to their previous lives [2,3].



The reopening of tourism activities has differed worldwide, reflecting each government’s concern about ensuring public health and safety. It has also highlighted the capabilities of digital communication related to health and safe destinations [4]. Hu et al. [5] noted that social media has become a relevant information source for consumers, specifically tourists searching for their destinations’ health guidelines and restrictions. However, not all online virtual communities provide safe access to reliable information [6], highlighting the need to promote information-quality assessment models.



In the current scenario, as an increasing number of people begin to travel again, it is important to understand that, as pointed out by several authors, consumers’ behaviors have changed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic in several ways [7,8,9]. Some of these changes remain unexplored and need evidence to support their relevance [10]; outside academia, new concepts are being presented and adopted to guide digital communication [11]. Moreover, the reflections and research conducted within academia and those performed by consultancy firms use different designations for similar phenomena. Thus, instead of helping tourism and hospitality firms to improve their knowledge and capabilities of designing target digital communication, this has led them to produce less useful and undifferentiated communication strategies. One of these concepts is that of travel sentiment, which reflects the tourist’s willingness to travel and is reported in non-academic reports as the composite of travel intentions, trip planning, and travel concerns. Unfortunately, within academia, the studies related to tourists’ sentiment regarding travel focus on airline traveling [12], leaving this travel sentiment trilogy-based model untested.



Thus, this study attempts to validate the travel sentiment model by combining the existing literature with evidence from a pilot study. The literature review impelled us to add two additional constructs to the model, related to technology and social media usage.



Thus, the adopted model describes certain critical elements to consider when promoting an efficient online communication strategy, such as revisiting travel motivations, sources of information both pre- and during travel, and changing preferences regarding human–technology interactions because of health protection measures. An online survey was conducted based on these elements, and the initial findings retrieved from partial least squares structural equation model estimation are described in the following sections.



The framework adopted in this study provides marketers and managers with specific knowledge to support more efficient social media communication. In addition, it highlights the fact that these digital communication strategies need to consider the modifications to tourist behavior that have occurred in the post-COVID-19 era, mainly their preference for traveling within their own country and for destinations promoted as “safer” regarding COVID-19.




2. Background


The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all sectors of activity on a global scale. The tourism industry is no exception, with air, sea, and land connections being disallowed at different times for leisure travel. Consequently, tourists have not been able to leave their homes and enjoy their time away as usual; on the contrary, they have had to stay indoors and adapt to a new, “forced” reality.



This reality of postponing travel plans has challenged tourism and hospitality firms to revisit a combination of dimensions that may influence the travelers’ decision processes [13] in relation to producing engaging online communication to revitalize tourism.



2.1. Tourism and the COVID-19 Pandemic


Sigala [14] believes that “COVID-19 tourism research should also challenge our growth paradigms and assumptions that have led to the current situation and enable us to reimagine and re-set tourism” (p. 313). Thus, this work revisits the connection between tourism and technology, specifically that of social media and its implications in information-searching patterns [15,16,17], and adds the destination health conditions that seem to be essential for understanding these travel behaviors and motivations.



As Abdullah et al. [15] recalled, over the past two years, countries have implemented distinctive degrees of restrictions to prevent and constrain the spread of the virus. Given the public health emergency triggered by the proliferation of COVID-19, it was urgently necessary to define and implement feasible measures to contain the spread of SARS-CoV-2. Initially, social distancing and confinement strategies were adopted to reduce the transmissibility of the virus, before pressure on the world’s economic, social, and health systems was gradually alleviated. However, with this first line of intervention, a new phase was initiated. Health organizations began to project a conduct transition, building a public health strategy as an alternative to confinement. Considering the complexity and the need to prolong this process, this new phase was a huge challenge, but it opened the doors to restarting tourism at a national/domestic level.



During this period, many countries organized classification systems that established alert levels according to the epidemiological situation, for which they defined a set of measures adjusted to each level. The introduction, adaptation, or even suspension of these criteria was based on developments in scientific knowledge and the pandemic, the transmissibility index of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, access conditions and the responsiveness/adaptation of health systems, local contexts, and the implications of measures for the wellbeing of the community and people. However, this framework of the different levels lacked a benchmark of criteria that would support a transition between them. Therefore, it was necessary to share scientific evidence that supported the choice of measures implemented and the prior involvement of communities in the planning and management of these measures, to increase the degree of trust and adherence. As Gössling et al. [18] noted, this health condition affected tourism in many ways, including changing mobility patterns and travel motivations, thereby giving domestic tourism a new role in post-COVID-19 economic recovery.



Throughout the world, several measures were implemented related to personal protection (hand hygiene, respiratory labels, mask use, physical distancing, avoidance of crowded environments), the environment (cleaning, disinfection, ventilation), containment (isolation, quarantine, passive surveillance of positive cases), the empowerment of communities (involvement of the media as a determining partner in the sharing of credible and timely information, promotion of health literacy through events in a webinar format), and epidemiological surveillance (mass testing, testing suspected cases, tracing contacts, active surveillance of identified cases, determining the origin of/locating active transmissions, classifying the type of transmission, conducting a serological assessment of the incidence of infection, and calculating the total number of identified cases, cases in the last 24 h, and recovered patients). This complex system was necessary to overcome the propagation of the virus and diminish uncertainty, to allow the restarting of economies and, more specifically, tourism [16,17,18]. As Abdullah et al. [15] noted, all these changes point to a significant modification in the primary purpose of traveling. Moreover, Falahuddin et al. [19] posit that global health policies and those measures taken to contain COVID-19 have altered risk perception, especially in those that concern international traveling and, consequently, travel motivations and intention.




2.2. Travel Motivations and Travel Sentiment


Although this health crisis may have profoundly impacted tourists’ views and feelings [20], the importance of traveling remains strong, even if some changes are needed. These changes are reflected in how—and more importantly, why—people travel in an uncertain post-pandemic environment [19]. In general, travel behavior and tourism motivation focus on the tourists and their decision-making process when booking a holiday. By examining consumer behavior, one can acquire information on the different steps a tourist takes before booking a trip and how their background influences their decision-making [21,22]. Tourism motivation reflects tourists’ behaviors, preferred activities, and reasons for travel [22].



Tourism motivation is a state of need or a condition that causes the tourist to take a holiday that is likely to bring satisfaction by addressing the said state of need or condition. Tourism motivation elucidates why people want to travel, the destination-choice motive, and the specific activities engaged in while on holiday [21].



Motivations to travel have long been a research subject of interest. Several psychological and sociological theories of motivation have provided essential data about the reasons why people travel [22].



The adverse impact of the pandemic might have affected a change in people’s motives to travel [23], as external events or crises frequently change travel motivations [24]. Aebli, Volgger, and Taplin [24] found that hygiene factors characterized tourists’ travel motivation during the COVID-19 crisis; in fact, tourists consider the potential risks of traveling in their decision-making, along with their travel motives [19]. Aebli, Volgger, and Taplin [24] adopted Herzberg’s theory of motivation as a framework for considering the benefits and risks of travel. What tourists equate as healthy and safe is now of primary concern; their willingness to travel is modeled by their risk awareness [19]. When considering the different perspectives and their evolution over time, several travel motives are linked to novelty-seeking, escape/relaxation, self-development, and relationships. Camilleri [25] regrouped these motivations into four dimensions: physical, cultural, personal, and prestige and status. More recently, as Miao et al. [17] found, social distancing and voluntary de-crowding behavior could also be considered to influence traveling. Abdullah et al. [15] added perceived risk and fear of infection to this list.



As previously noted, evidence shows that travel motivation influences people’s visit intention. The same is true for the perceived risks and travel constraints that influence travel intention [26]. Godovykh et al. [27] explored the perceived risks after the pandemic. These authors acknowledged risk perceptions as a multi-dimensional construct encompassing financial, political, social, psychological, physical, and health risks. Khan et al. [26] found that not all perceived risks have the same influence: perceived travel risks, performance, and time risks had negative effects, while physical, financial, and socio-psychological risks have a neutral impact. According to Godovykh et al. [27], health risk perceptions remain less widely explored. According to these authors, health risk perception underlies “people’s knowledge and understanding of the disease, personal experience and trust” (p. 740). Nonetheless, considering the findings of Yu et al. [20], it is unsurprising to find that tourists use social media as a source of information related to COVID-19 and as a social support network during uncertain times. Moreover, social media usage will positively affect travel intention, travel concerns, and trip planning, since traveler information-seeking behavior can influence the overall travel decision-making process.



Travel constraints have been widely researched in terms of the tourist field [28]. However, the pandemic scenario has enhanced some of the dimensions of this equation that need to be revisited. Among travel constraints, interpersonal and intrapersonal risks and limitations were considered to be negatively related to visiting intention [26]. Wilson and Chen [29] added the travel elements and safety and health policies and regulations at the origin and destination countries. Sánchez-Cañizares et al. [30] also considered the effect of financial risks perception as a concern when traveling. To these authors, the financial risks were related to unexpected expenses due to this new reality. However, financial risks can also occur due to cancellation or rescheduling needs [31].



In the early pandemic situation, potential tourists tended to postpone their traveling plans. Afterward, the trip planning assumed a new configuration, considering the travelers’ perceived risks and new traveling patterns [15,19,32].



Apart from academic studies, several surveys have been conducted worldwide to determine the reasons influencing the choice of a destination, accommodation, transportation, and travel intention origin of the so-called travel sentiment. Figure 1 presents the evolution of travel sentiment since early 2020.



This concept of travel sentiment integrates three dimensions that are already considered in the literature but not always assessed together: travel intentions, trip planning, and travel concerns [32,33,34] (see Figure 2). Moreover, although firms acknowledge the concept of travel sentiment, it has not been tested with other variables known to affect tourist behavior, which is a gap that the present study aims to address.



Many studies have been conducted in the tourism and hospitality field related to travel sentiment analysis [35]. Nonetheless, these studies focus on assessing the feelings expressed by tourists on different platforms, using opinion-mining and sentiment analysis techniques. Therefore, although semantically similar, the travel sentiment considered in this research does not correlate with the feelings expressed in reviews. Instead, it elucidates the actual willingness to travel. Unfortunately, as far as the authors know, no investigation has been produced to validate the present travel sentiment model.




2.3. Tourism, Technology, and Digital Communication


The tourism industry has been dependent on technology for various purposes, ranging from digital communication to service innovation. The latter has evolved from in-room entertainment to interactive systems (e.g., self-check-in kiosks) [36]. This shows that the industry is constantly exploring new technological innovations to improve its offers (e.g., provider sites and mobile phone applications) [37]. Much of the production and delivery of tourist goods and services is now in the process of being fully automated [38] and is generating positive responses from tourists [39].



To Sigala [14], Tourism 4.0 can be referred to as a new ecosystem of tourist value, built on a paradigm of highly technology-based service production and supported by the common principles of Industry 4.0. This ecosystem relies on several components, such as interoperability, virtualization, decentralization, real-time data collection and analysis capability, service guidance, and modularity [40], where technology is used to improve tourist–firm interactions and experiences [41,42].



Various new technologies have also been applied in tourism, such as the Internet of Things (IoT), big data analytics, artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain, location-based services or virtual systems, and augmented reality [40,42]. Several new technologies to support Tourism 4.0 already exist, such as autonomous agents and things (e.g., intelligent voice assistants or autonomous cars) [43] and anthropomorphic service robots [38,44].



Since the introduction of the Internet to the business arena, information technology (IT) has been an important facilitator, catalyst, and—in some cases—disruptor for travel and tourism [42,45,46].



This is particularly true in today’s world, as IT has been introduced into all travel and tourism processes, every interested party in tourism, and every subdomain of the industry [42,45,46,47].



In addition, mobile usage has dramatically changed tourism behaviors and business processes in hospitality and tourism [48,49]. Law et al. [50] believe that the widespread adoption of mobile technologies by consumers for travel-related purposes has resulted in the development of relevant mobile information services, including mobile electronic tour guides or application-based mobile tourism guides, mobile payment using near-field communication technologies, and global positioning systems to conduct location-based marketing.



The current COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated technological advancements [51]. Some tourism organizations have switched to virtual solutions to satisfy people’s desire for travel, such as virtual tours. However, the long-term effects of recent advances in visual and immersive technologies remain unknown [52].



Although physical tourism has almost come to a halt, past and potential tourists have been busy remembering past trips on social media or dreaming of future vacations, browsing through destination websites. Museums have opened virtual doors to their exhibits, social media travel influencers continue to produce content, and tour providers use a series of online channels to maintain their relationships with customers [51].



The industry has never before experienced such unprecedented, global restrictions, to the point where tourism companies are pressured to find a way to innovate for survival. It is, therefore, crucial to deliberate on how tourism can continue to remain resilient, sustainable, and eventually thrive in a post-pandemic world [3,53].



One possibility is the intensification of extended reality in tourism, using immersive technology. Extended reality is an umbrella term for an entire spectrum of immersive technology-assisted realities (e.g., virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR) [54], augmented virtuality (AV), mixed realities (MR), and future realities [53].



The reopening of tourist destinations and the economy implies using new technologies to ensure health and safety (e.g., mobility tracking applications, robotic contactless services, digital health passports and identity controls, social distancing technologies, and crowding management). On the other hand, there is a need to collect and analyze personal data for rapid decision-making (e.g., big data for quick and real-time decision-making). Other technologies involve robots that provide materials, disinfect and sterilize public spaces, detect or measure body temperature, and provide safety [14].



A report from the World Travel and Tourism Council highlighted contactless technologies as a prerequisite for a safe and seamless travel experience [55]. In addition, post-COVID-19, technology will have to accommodate changes in not only consumer behavior (e.g., risk perceptions, last-minute bookings, and early bookings in new contexts such as museums, highlighting the need for highly customized packages) but also the inter-action modus (e.g., from physical touch to voice input or automated detection) [51].



However, not everyone has access to technology and can afford to travel in the future, as rising operating costs (hygiene and technology) and transport oligopolies can increase tourism costs. Similarly, digital inequalities in the tourism business increase economic disparities in the competitive tourism landscape (e.g., larger companies/destinations characterized by increased cash liquidity, know-how, technological readiness, and resilience are less vulnerable to COVID-19, and are likely to survive and thrive after COVID-19) [13]. At this point, the value of technology usage, such as automation technologies, robots, and virtual/augmented reality, is questionable as a driver of travel willingness. Moreover, technology can be explored as an automation tool and as a communication and interaction tool.



Although the use of technology has increased during the pandemic, its adoption in tourism is not entirely new (see Figure 3). Thus, as these technologies proliferate [47], revealing who, when, what, and why they impact, it is important to note the different contexts in the tourism and hospitality industry within which they are used [56].



The most substantial changes occurred after Web 2.0, when users were empowered with a set of content-creation tools that shifted the communication paradigm [58,59]. During the last two decades, they have become active online searchers and creators of all kinds of information. As noted by Fotis et al. [60], the use of social media reflects and influences tourists’ perceptions, attitudes, behaviors, and shopping requirements. Moreover, social media provides an ecosystem in which information flows faster and is amplified so that organizations can be noticed via small investments and in short time periods. As social media grows, communication strategies are increasingly tailored to target digital users on different platforms [61]. Thus, developing effective and engaging communication on social media is an ongoing challenge for tourism and hospitality firms [59,62], one that relies on identifying tourist behavior, co-creating experiences, and transforming big data into actual knowledge [63].



In general, since the COVID-19 pandemic, numerous behavioral changes among consumers, related to the use of technology and social media, have been noted [8,9]. Nonetheless, not all consumers present the same behavioral changes, and social media alters how the Internet is used as both a communication channel and information repository [64]. For example, before 2020, people used social media to share their travel experiences under a broad set of motivations and tended to rely on social media as a credible information source [65]. However, in this new scenario, social media has become a source of health information that flourishes without any supervision, where credible information is presented side by side with fake news, affecting consumer trust in the available information [66].



Hysa et al. [64] identified four everyday activities conducted by tourists over social media that are not influenced by age cohorts:




	
Planning a trip;



	
Acknowledging the destination’s cultural and natural heritage;



	
Finding more problematic activities or issues related to the trip; and



	
Revealing the roots of the establishment of community relationships.








However, several differences were compiled within these four blocks, since not all tourists value the same peer opinions and trust the information available online [67].



Considering the relevance of social media to tourism as an information source that affects travel intention and planning a trip, evidence reveals that social media also becomes a space to dream about future trips [66] and pursue new innovative service models [16,55,64].



Searching for and sharing information online, especially on social media, are the cornerstones of the present and future digital communication models [11]. In the past, digital communication assumed the format of one-way communication; however, with Web 2.0, it shifted to an interaction paradigm [58] that benefits both firms and consumers [44,57]. Thus, digital communication can assume four different configurations that need to be considered simultaneously (see Figure 4).



Digital communication evolves into new and more complex branches [7,61,68] to meet the needs of customers [11], who inevitably grow and change over time, due to the accumulation of experiences and interactions not only as tourists but also as people [8,17].



The roles of social media and digital communication will increase in the near future and impact tourism and hospitality firms [59], allowing them to reach current and potential tourists [64]. Moreover, this will enable firms to reach out to those who are interested and reignite their wish to travel with trustworthy messages [7].



Thus, understanding and predicting travel behaviors are vital to sustain a target and ensure successful digital communication [68], in order to communicate uniquely with each tourist, considering his or her travel health concerns and sentiments. Considering this new scenario, in which tourist behavior is like an unopened gift box that needs to be carefully analyzed from different angles to ensure that the digital communication is meaningful and effective, this research attempts to answer the following three questions:




	
RQ 1. Does social media usage positively impact travel intention and trip planning?



	
RQ 2. Are there positive spillovers from the adoption of technology by the destination in terms of travel intention and travel concerns?



	
RQ 3. How much do travel intentions, trip planning, and travel concerns influence tourists’ willingness to travel, coined from travel sentiment, post-COVID-19?










3. Method


This study seeks to reveal some of the behavioral changes among potential tourists caused by the pandemic, which need to be acknowledged by tourism and hospitality firms as well as destination marketing organizations (DMOs), in their digital communications to reignite tourism activity.



The tourism and hospitality industries are increasingly being shaped by technology. New applications and contactless solutions are now offered to minimize the health risk of contact. Robots or other technological applications are cleaning, ensuring the hygiene of spaces. Social networks are consolidating their role as an information repository and communication channel, while also reshaping the business value chain. Evidence found in the existing literature supports the idea that technology usage by firms in their daily operations is perceived as having a positive impact on travel intentions, concerns, and trip planning since these can minimize some of the transmission risks and constraints associated with COVID-19. The same positive result is found related to the usage of social media by tourists.



A concept that has been used outside the academy to assess a tourist’s willingness to travel is the idea of travel sentiment (e.g., the UNWTO Tourism Recovery Tracker, available at https://www.unwto.org/unwto-tourism-recovery-tracker, accessed on 23 October 2021). The travel sentiment is a composite that derives from travel intentions, travel concerns, and trip planning. This work attempts to find evidence that these dimensions can equally influence travel sentiment, or in other words, tourists’ willingness to travel. Thus, a conceptual model was composed, reflecting these assumptions, since they can be explored when crafting a digital communication strategy. Besides establishing the travel sentiment, the model also assessed the impact of social media and technology on travel intentions, travel concerns, and trip planning (see Figure 5).



In order to validate the proposed conceptual model, a partial least squares method of structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was used, assisted by SmartPLS 3.3.3 software. The choice of using a SEM-PLS model considered two main reasons:



	
The research objective is to conduct exploratory research for theory development, considering less explored approaches;



	
The pilot-sample size is small [69].






In addition, this multivariate analysis technique has been adopted in prior research into consumer behavior related to the tourism and hospitality field [70].



Survey Design and General Profile


As this study is exploratory, a travel behavior pilot survey focused on the new dynamics of travel behavior and multiple aspects of tourists’ travel habits, attitudes, and preferences. The questionnaire was designed using LimeSurvey tools. It was prepared in English and distributed through social media, adopting a snowball sampling method, in the first week of September 2020. As part of the data collection for the pilot, a screening question was included for respondents to report the main reasons for not going on holiday next year. The initial online sample had 96 valid participants, whose responses were used to validate the established conceptual model.



The questionnaire consisted of four sections:




	
Socio-demographic characteristics;



	
Traveling patterns before and post COVID-19;



	
Reasons and concerns for going on holiday; and



	
Technology and information sources.








Figure 6 summarizes the frequency distributions of our collected data in terms of basic socio-demographics, including gender, marital status, and education.



The average age of the participants was 44 years; the youngest and oldest participants were 22 and 73 years old, respectively. Of all participants, 23.96% acknowledged traveling once a year before COVID-19, while 33.33% traveled more than twice a year (see Figure 7). In addition, 51.04% of the participants made these trips with their spouse or partner.



Although none of the participants presented a no-travel background, the COVID-19 pandemic seemed to have influenced their future travel plans, since 17.71% considered not traveling again in the next few years or only doing so in unavoidable circumstances (also 17.71%) (See Figure 8).



Almost 47% of the participants made these trips to visit relatives and friends. This number will likely drop after COVID-19, with only 21% of the participants stating that they would be motivated to visit relatives and friends on future trips.



Regarding the level of importance participants gave to the destination health measures implemented after COVID-19 (see Figure 9), 76% of the respondents considered the health safety standards of the destination to be important or very important.



Furthermore, we asked the respondents if they valued the existence of a label indicating safe and clean practices (e.g., the Safe and Clean accreditation label in Portugal) in the destination or service used (accommodation, attraction); 54.17% considered this to be very important.



We also sought to determine their opinions on the price and cancellation policies, with 45.83% considering lenient cancellation policies as being very important. Similarly, 44.79% greatly valued the possibility of making travel modifications without penalties. The participants were asked whether they came across untrustworthy information when looking at online information about their last trip (see Figure 10); 48.96% of the participants recalled coming across misinterpretations of reality, while 34.38% received confusing information.





4. Results


PLS-SEM analysis was conducted to assess the direct and indirect influence of technology and social media on travel sentiment and the direct impact of travel intentions, concerns, and trip planning on travel sentiment.



The initial variables were reduced to a smaller dataset by conducting exploratory factor analysis. Technological usage, travel intent, and travel concerns have three factors each; trip planning has four, and social media usage and travel sentiment have two (See Table 1).



According to Hajli [71], the research models’ path coefficients are significant at 0.05. Hair et al. [69] pointed out that loadings above 0.708 explain more than 50% of the indicators’ variance, showing an acceptable level of item reliability. In the present model, two items related to travel intention and technological usage were below this reference value but above the 0.5 limit. Therefore, they remain in the final model, considering their theoretical relevance. The SRMR (0.08) is within the limit, so it can be assumed that the model has a good fit [71].



In addition, travel concerns factors have a negative value, implying that all positive impacts found in this construct need to be considered to minimize travel concerns (see Figure 11).



The coefficient paths indicate that social media usage has a residual positive impact on travel intentions (0.08) and trip planning (0.139). Social media presents a more significant and positive impact on travel concerns (0.485). However, its indirect effect through travel concerns is more significant. The dimension most impacted by technology usage was travel concerns (0.337). However, technology usage also positively impacts travel intentions (0.168) and trip planning. Travel concern is the construct that mainly influences travel sentiment (0.345), trip planning (0.577), and travel intentions (0.495). Contrary to expectations, trip planning has a residual effect on travel sentiment (0.002).



At this point, travel sentiment seems to be primarily anchored in domestic travel (0.978), since the value found for international traveling is reduced.



Thus, the model was once more estimated, only considering the travel sentiment related to domestic traveling. In this model, three new variables that were left out of the original model due to their more minor explanation power, but that were quite present in the literature after COVID-19, were integrated: the healthcare system’s past influence (TR4), the healthcare system’s present influence (TR5) modification [20], and experience with technology usage (TCH4) [37,48]. Once more, to assess the validity and reliability of each construct, the test recommendations of Hair et al. [69] were followed: Cronbach’s alpha (>0.7), the rho_A (>0.7) and the composite reliability (>0.7). Table 2 shows that the values exceeded the required thresholds.



To assess the model’s discriminant validity, the Fornell and Larcker criterion was used (See Table 3). Once more, the discriminant validity can be accepted for this measurement model and supports the discriminant validity between the constructs.



The second model was estimated after establishing that the construct measures were valid and reliable (See Figure 12). As a criterion of model fit measure, the standardized root means square residual was observed. Since the SRMR was 0.08, which is within the limit, it can be assumed that the model has a good fit [71].



The Smartpls bootstrapping process results show that travel intention, travel concerns, and trip planning are positively and significantly associated with travel sentiment.



The effect of travel intention (0.418) is higher than both travel concerns (0.203) and trip planning effect (0.007). Thus, in this second model, the influence of travel intention on travel sentiment increases, and the negative influence of travel concerns are reduced.



The use of technologies presents a positive impact on travel concerns (0.580), trip planning (0.497), and travel intention (0.207), highlighting the positive spillovers of technology usage pre-trip.



It was also found that social media usage can positively influence travel intention and trip planning. However, the influence is almost residual. Social media was found above all to influence traveling concerns (0.286).




5. Discussion


Restarting the tourism and hospitality business depends on many variables, some related to promoting the willingness to travel [18,32]. Digital communication, especially over social media platforms, is considered determinant to trigger this willingness since people have started to use social media for social engagement and as an information source [6,7]. However, minimum attention has been paid to the direct effect of social media on reducing traveling concerns related to health and safety [20,27], although several studies have considered the health and safety, travel, and financial risks as inhibitors of traveling intention [10,27,30,32].



The COVID-19 pandemic has also changed the way people and businesses explore technology in their daily routines [8,34] and its impact on the tourism and hospitality ecosystem [46,63]. Automation technologies, robots, and virtual and augmented reality have become standard components of tourism experiences [38,39,72] and are perceived as minimizing the risks [38]. On the other hand, online booking enhances expression, since people in their homes have started dreaming and planning upcoming travels [66].



Studies have provided helpful information regarding behavioral travel changes in pos-COVID-19, based on established theories: travel risk perception; travel motivations; travelers’ behavior; trip planning; and travel intention. Nonetheless, they seem to fail to show an outcome that firms can understand and use to support their decisions. In contrast, our study attempt is based on established theories to validate the measurement used by firms, coined as travel sentiment. Furthermore, we identified the dynamics underlying the model constructs, using a partial least squares structural equation model estimation.



The path analysis revealed that technology usage positively correlates with trip planning and an ever-stronger association with travel concerns and intention. This outcome supports the idea that tourists are aware of the benefits of adopting technology, especially those related to health and safety procedures [36,38,66].



This study considered social media usage, based on the activity list posited by Hysa et al. [64]. The path analysis indicated that, above all, social media usage influences travel concerns, which can explain the fact that social media during pandemics became a space for virtual communities’ anchors regarding health issues [4,6,20].



The travel sentiment construct, also known as a willingness to travel, used in this research supports the most extensive empirical and theoretical evidence that it is a combination of various sub-constructs with different explanations of power, varying between domestic and international traveling. As previously mentioned, the travel sentiment integrates three dimensions already considered in the literature but not always assessed together: travel intentions, trip planning, and travel concerns [32,33,34]. The findings of this study allow us to validate the relationship proxy used by consultancy firms, supporting it with the extensive literature. Additionally, the current study explains the underlying conditions found in the literature that consultancy firms did not consider and that might affect the effectiveness of digital communication.




6. Conclusions


Recent studies have examined a wide range of behavioral changes, due to consumers’ adaptation to the pandemic scenario [8,16]. COVID-19 has transformed tourist behavior and preferences toward destinations that offer familiar, less crowded, trustworthy, and low-risk conditions [3,16]. Therefore, proactive communication will be necessary to reignite tourism activity and enhance travel willingness.



As Grewal et al. [11] make clear, the content needs to be carefully composed to promote awareness and motivate consumers to restart their travels. Thus, revealing the factors that may affect travel sentiment or willingness to travel is critical to developing engaging digital communication.



The present time is a unique opportunity to rethink and refresh future destination, tourism, and hospitality offers that are tailored to the new tourist profiles. Yu et al. [20] noted that tourist risk perceptions, impacts on travel, public health, and media coverage are present in most of the literature in a dispersed manner. This study reviewed these different concepts and composed six constructs (social media usage, technology usage, travel intentions, travel concerns, trip planning, and travel sentiment) in an attempt to combine them to reveal the influences of travel sentiment. Moreover, this research attempts to bridge academia and consultants, establishing common ground: travel sentiment equals willingness to travel. Thus, firms can easily find support for their decision in research outcomes from academia or consultancy firms, knowing that they covered the same baselines.



This study advanced the literature on travelers’ behavior, highlighting the components that mostly affect travel sentiment. The findings indicate that not all the dimensions constituting travel sentiment equally affect travel sentiment. Thus, digital communication should emphasize the most highly valued dimensions. They also show that travel concerns directly stimulate travel sentiment, suggesting that all actions taken to reduce travel concerns may positively influence tourists’ willingness to travel. Moreover, social media usage was found to have a significant mediating role in reducing travel concerns. The technology used also has a similar effect. The automation technologies and robots are considered most relevant, followed by the artificial intelligent response system.



Reports have highlighted that travelers will “place greater importance on pre-trip planning and rely on online forums for swift and transparent access to information” [55]. Yet, curiously, trip planning plays a minor role in the model. Consequently, sustainable destination efforts do not present themselves as critical factors of trip planning. Perhaps, if data were collected after the vaccination process is complete, this dimension would have more impact.



The first model that was estimated pointed to the fact that the type of destination—national versus international—might affect the travel sentiment. Since this conclusion is aligned with other research outcomes [19], a second model was estimated that only considered national travel intentions. The results reinforced the idea that for domestic travelers, trip planning is not as essential as travel intention and concerns to promote the willingness to travel or, in other words, to promote a positive travel sentiment.



Additionally, the survey outcome allows us to perceive the importance given by tourists-to-be to the destination’s health measures, as implemented after COVID-19, ranging from government policy measures to “safe and clean” accreditation systems or cancellation policies. All of these point to the valorization of measures that minimize the different interpersonal and intrapersonal risks, in line with the results of Khan et al. [26].



The urgency to restart tourism activity may lead to a less strategic communication process. Nonetheless, as this study’s findings reveal, to promote a positive travel sentiment, it is necessary to implement a set of actions related to healthcare and safety and communicate this effectively to reduce travel concerns. In addition, social media was found to be a source of information used by tourists, with apparent effects on the overall travel sentiment. Therefore, it is advised that DMOs and tourism and hospitality firms develop a set of “safe and clean” procedures and share this via social media so that people become aware of the practices implemented.



As a pilot study, this work has several limitations related to the constituting dimensions influencing travel sentiment. Considering the ever-evolving COVID-19 pandemic context, the data used may not fully disclose the present status of tourist behavior. Further research should be conducted to confirm the present model and ensure that vaccinations have not altered the relationship between travel constraints and sentiment. Moreover, this research should be undertaken in destinations pursuing sustainable tourism strategies, to reveal whether trip planning that integrates sustainable concerns increases its relevance as a travel sentiment influencer.
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Figure 1. Travel sentiment evolution. Source: UNWTO Tourism Recovery Tracker, retrieved from https://www.unwto.org/unwto-tourism-recovery-tracker accessed on 23 October 2021. 
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Figure 2. Travel sentiment construct. 
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Figure 3. Digital empowerment in tourism. Source: adapted from Tiago et el. [57]. 
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Figure 4. Digital communication dynamics. Source: Adapted from Grewal et al. [11]. 
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Figure 5. Conceptual model. 
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Figure 6. Profiles of the participants. 
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Figure 7. Travel frequency. 
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Figure 8. Future traveling intention. 
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Figure 9. Importance of health measures. 
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Figure 10. Less trustworthy information online. 
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Figure 11. Model estimation. 
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Figure 12. Second model estimation. 
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Table 1. The outcomes of exploratory factor analysis.
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Dimension

	
Factors

	
Variables






	
Technology Usage

(KMO—0.924)

	
Automation technologies

	
TCH1




	
Robots and V/A reality

	
TCH2




	
Online booking

	
TCH3




	
Social Media Usage

(KMO—0.885)

	
Searching

	
SM1




	
Sharing and Socializing

	
SM2




	
Travel Intentions

(KMO—0.915)

	
Present intentions

	
TR1




	
Past intentions

	
TR3




	
Future intentions

	
TR5




	
Travel Concerns

(KMO—0.926)

	
Travel

	
TC1




	
Health and Safety

	
TC2




	
Financial

	
TC3




	
Trip Planning

(KMO—0.935)

	
Destination characteristics (e.g., distance, location, sustainability strategy)

	
TP1




	
Timeline and frequency

	
TP2




	
Health destination conditions

	
TP3




	
Reservation policies

	
TP4




	
Travel Sentiment

(KMO—0.807)

	
Sentiment for domestic travel

	
TRS1




	
Sentiment for international travel

	
TRS2
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Table 2. Construct validity and reliability.






Table 2. Construct validity and reliability.





	Construct
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	rho_A
	Composite Reliability





	Social Media Usage
	0.82
	0.86
	0.92



	Technology Usage
	0.71
	0.75
	0.82



	Travel Concerns
	0.78
	0.78
	0.87



	Travel Intentions
	0.73
	0.76
	0.82



	Travel Sentiment
	1.00
	1.00
	1.00



	Trip Planning
	0.82
	0.82
	0.88
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Table 3. Discriminant validity: Fornell and Larcker criterion (Smartpls outputs).






Table 3. Discriminant validity: Fornell and Larcker criterion (Smartpls outputs).














	Construct
	SMU
	TU
	TC
	TI
	TS
	TP





	Social Media Usage (SMU)
	0.92
	
	
	
	
	



	Technology Usage (TU)
	0.55
	0.73
	
	
	
	



	Travel Concerns (TC)
	0.61
	0.74
	0.83
	
	
	



	Travel Intentions (TI)
	0.54
	0.66
	0.76
	0.70
	
	



	Travel Sentiment (TS)
	0.41
	0.37
	0.45
	0.50
	1.00
	



	Trip Planning (TP)
	0.56
	0.80
	0.76
	0.72
	0.38
	0.81
















	
	
Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.











© 2021 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






media/file13.jpg
B onceayearoriess
B e ayear
B Tovee umes ayear

20 Mo than tee tmes
ayear





media/file4.png
Trip Planning

Travel
sentiment

Travel intentions Travel concerns





media/file18.png
@ Not important

9 siightly Important
) Moderately Important
_ | Important

() Very Important





media/file21.jpg





media/file3.jpg
Trip Planning

Travel
sentiment

Travel intentions Travel concerns





media/file22.png
TCH1
0.768 ___
TCH2 0.719—
0.581

TCH3
Tehenology

0.901 —
0940

e

Social Media
Usage

TR1

| s | | 1rs |

0.772 0.644 g g3

Travel cdncerns

Trayel sentiment






media/file19.jpg
50 @ Misleading

information
s @ contuse information
w ® rakenens
) msterpretatons of
5 e reaity

2

50001 s002 50003 Q004





media/file7.jpg
Internal source

External source

Tourist-to-tourist messages
£ Online reviews on TripAdisor

One-way communication

Firm-tourist interactions
Eg. chatbotsor desktop conversations

Interactive communication





media/file10.png
Technology Travel
usage intentions

Travel Travel

concerns sentiment

Social media
usage

’ Trip planning





media/file14.png
35

@ Once ayearor less
B Twice ayear
@) Three times a year

| More than three times
a year





media/file11.jpg
s ¥ E R EREE

Female !) Male (M) 910 12yeors Hghschool 3or2-year Otherlevel  Single  Morried  Divorced
dploma degree
Gender Education Marital status





media/file6.png
Advent of internet | Tourism 0.0

Web 1.0 |Tourism 1.0

Processes enabling technology
(reservation and distribution
systems)

Web 2.0 |Tourism 2.0

Almost inexistence consumer- | Millions of global users
firm technology-based Homepages
interaction

Web 3.0 |Tourism 3.0

Focu§ed on firms Billions of users
Owning contents Blogs, SNS

Phone and fax were main
distance communication tools
Html, portals

Web portals
Page views, clickstream

Web 4.0 |Tourism 4.0

Focused on communities

Sharing contents Multiple forms

XML, RSS

Advertising Lifestream
Taxonom Webapplications Consolidation dynamic content
¥ Cost per click, ad click rate Semantic web
Word of mouth Artificial intelligence
Widgets, drags and drop Bic dats
Folksonomy markups I 8 .
User engage nternet.o ings
Adverstiment Blockchain
Lifestream

Me-onomy
Cloud computing

Virtual and augmented reality
High performance computing






media/file15.jpg
Going on holiday; Not changing.
plans because of Covid-19

villonly travel in

future if there is no

other solution

Changing plans
Not going on
holiday because of
Covid19





nav.xhtml


  sustainability-13-12471


  
    		
      sustainability-13-12471
    


  




  





media/file16.png
Going on holiday; Not changing

plans because of Covid-19
I will only travel in

future if there is no
other solution

Going on holiday; Changing plans
holiday because of
Covid-19





media/file2.png





media/file20.png
- T ' T @ Misleading
information

(@ confuse information
() Fake News

[ | Misinterpretations of
the reality

SQ001 $Q002 SQ003 SQ004





media/file23.jpg
AL






media/file5.jpg
Advent ofinernet [ Tourism 0.0

2.0 [Tourism 2.0

ooanto ros w
[t roen s sy

3.0 [Toursm 3.0

Web 4.0 [Tourism 4.0

e
e
gy





media/file24.png
Social Media
Usage

TR1 | re | | tra | [ 1ra | [ TRS

0.687 0.7820.711 ¢ 536 0.748

avel intention

0.546 0.418
0.580
1
0.091 0.803 33
0.849 — 0.203
0.846
Travel cdncerns Tr
0.497
0.286
0.352 0.007

0.072

m 0.80 0
o.s1 3=
0.800

T3 r"-”’ Trip Planning

el sentiment

0.836





media/file1.jpg
so

2020

2021





media/file12.png
80%

Mine

Female (F) Male (M) 9to 12years High school 3or2-year Other level Single Married Divorced
diploma degree

Gender Education Marital status






media/file9.jpg





media/file0.png





media/file8.png
Internal source

External source

Tourist-to-tourist messages
E.g. Online reviews on TripAdvisor

One-way communication

Firm-tourist interactions
E.g. chatbots or desktop conversations

Interactive communication





media/file17.jpg
@ Not important

@ siigntly important
@ Moderately Important
() important

@ Very important





