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Abstract:

Facebook plays an important role as information source, communication tool and as media
for sharing travel experiences. The present study will provide perspective on tourism stu-
dents’ travel related usage patterns of Facebook, as today’s world’s largest social networking
platform. The purpose is to discover similarities and differences in Facebook travel related
usage patterns of tourism students comparing to non-tourism students. Results of the study
suggest that most similarities are present in general use of Facebook, and in non-specific
travel related usage patterns. Significant differences are recorded in ,,core® travel related

user patterns considering posting travel related messages, content and connotation of travel Key words:
related messages, content of travel related photographs and in travel specific reasons for Facebook,
viewing travel related photographs. It is believed that understanding differences in usage tourism,
patterns in the period of higher tourism education can help students to more effectively use students,

SNSs when dealing with travel related content in future professional life.

INTRODUCTION

Since their introduction, millions of users have been
interested in social network sites (SNSs) and majority
of these users have integrated such sites into their daily
practices [6]. While there is a lack of a formal definition,
SNSs can be generally understood as Internet-based ap-
plications that carry user generated content (UGC), which
encompasses “media impressions created by consumers,
typically informed by relevant experience, and archived or
shared online for easy access by other impressionable con-
sumers” [5]. SNSs exist in various forms and serve many
purposes. Some of the popular SNSs include Facebook,
Twitter, LinkedIn, MySpace, QZone, VKonakte, etc.

This study focuses on Facebook, as world’s largest so-
cial network by the number of users [3]. On the official
website, Facebook announced 1.15 billion monthly active
users as of June 2013 and 699 million daily active users on
average in June 2013. Facebook was launched on February
4, 2004 and has become one of the most popular websites

usage patterns.

in history. Originally, it was available only to Harvard
students, then it opened to students at other colleges and
universities. In September 2006, it was opened to any user
with an e-mail address, 13 years old or older [2]. Facebook
enables its users to present themselves using text, pictures
and video, gather “friends” who can post comments on
each other’s pages, and view each other’s profiles [14].
Some of the Facebook features important for this paper
are: Profile, Status, Photos and Share. The Profile page
contains all the information about users that their friends
and people in their networks can see. Facebook’s micro
blogging feature is called “status updates” (also referred to
simply as “status”) which allows users to post messages for
all their friends to read. Among numerous Facebook ap-
plications Photos allow users to upload albums and pho-
tographs and Share button allows content to be shared on
Facebook and others. All messages on Facebook can be
divided into four media types, namely, status (text only),
link (text containing a URL), video (embedding a video),
and photo (showing photographs) [21].
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Researchers from various fields have examined SNSs
in order to understand the practices, implications, culture,
and meaning of the sites, as well as users’ engagement
with them [6]. In travellers’ use of the Internet, SNSs have
gained substantial popularity as they play an increasingly
important role as information source, as communication
tool during travel and as media for sharing travel experi-
ences [38; 34]. The growing importance of SNSs for tour-
ism is also recognized in recent academic tourism publica-
tions [e.g. 13; 30; 37; 18; 39].

Most studies have examined social media use and
perceptions from consumers’ perspective, because one
of the major questions in tourism sector to be answered
concerns what is consumers’ travel related usage of SNSs.
However, there is limited research addressing how tour-
ism professionals perceive and employ social media [4].
This paper will provide perspective on tourism students’
travel related usage patterns of Facebook, bearing in mind
that most of the SNS users are young individuals and that
many of them are university students [7]. Normally, over-
all social media usage statistics are useful for understand
global patterns, but great differences exist among the vari-
ous types of social media types and among users and crea-
tors of social media [39; 37]. The purpose of the present
study is to discover Facebook travel related usage patterns
of tourism students. To emphasize that usage patterns, a
group of tourism students were compared to a group of
non-tourism students. Research is based on the hypothesis
that among tourism students travel related usage patterns
of SNSs differ from other students and that tourism stu-
dents will be more interested in travel related content.

This paper is of importance both for tourism education,
as well as for representatives of tourism industry that cre-
ate marketing campaigns through social media. Tourism
students have to be aware that their use of SNSs may differ
from other groups. Different usage patterns could lead to
different contextual understanding of travel related content
on SNSs. An important step in this process is to let stu-
dents become aware of their own travel related usage pat-
terns on SNSs in the period of their higher education, when
they extensively use SNSs for various purposes. It is be-
lieved that understanding those differences can help tour-
ism students to adjust their usage patterns in accordance
with usage patterns of different group of users on SNSs.

The paper is organized as follows. The first section re-
views literature pertaining to the general social media us-
age patterns by the student population. The second section
analyses the use of social media among tourists. This is fol-
lowed by an explanation of the research methodology. The
subsequent section presents the findings. At last, conclu-
sion, implication and limitation of the study are discussed.

THE GENERAL USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA AMONG
STUDENT POPULATION

Millions of contemporary young adults use SNSs and,
for most of them, Facebook is part of their everyday expe-
riences [26]. In the review of research studies focusing on
the use of Facebook by students and teachers, Hew [17]
found out that students primarily spend between 10 and

60 min on Facebook per day. Generally, the results of past
studies indicated that students had between 150 and 350
friends on Facebook. However, MarketingCharts survey
from 2013 shows that Facebook age group of 18-24 in US
have highest average number of Facebook friends - 510
friends. Results of previous studies regarding the level of
student privacy settings on Facebook appear to be mixed.
Some researchers found that students restrict their profile
visibility [20; 26], but other studies suggested otherwise
[19].

SNSs serve a number of functions in online and offline
life, such as information search, providing emotional and
social support and creating and maintaining ties to other
people. Hew [17] identified nine motives for Facebook use
among student population. These include the following:
(a) to maintain existing relationships, (b) to meet new peo-
ple, (c) using Facebook is cool, fun, (d) to make oneself
more popular, (e) to pass time, (f) to express or present
oneself (g) for learning purposes, (h) as a task management
tool and (i) for student activism. According Cheung et al.
[12] most people use Facebook to get instant communica-
tion and connection with their friends. Ellison et al. [14]
suggest that Facebook appears to play an important role
in the process by which students form and maintain social
capital. A survey of US students found evidence that the
primary use of Facebook was for ‘social searching’ - that
is, using Facebook to find out more about people whom
they have met offline [22].

Facebook has been widely-adopted by students and,
consequently, has the potential to become a valuable re-
source that supports their educational communications
and collaborations with faculty [29]. Social media, in gen-
eral, can help students in better preparation, stimulate
project working and engage motivation and learning ac-
tivities. However, there is the scarcity of education-relat-
ed Facebook use among students. Selwyn [32] found that
only 4% of the total of 68,169 Wall postings were related
to education-use.

THE USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA AMONG TOURISTS

Customers have been increasingly using the Inter-
net to search for travel information [4], as websites are
an important source of information, across all stages of
traveller’s planning process. Furthermore, characteristics
of online social media dramatically changed how tourists
plan and consume travel related products. Social media
are becoming increasingly important in travel planning,
during the travel, but also in post-travel activities [13].

Social media are predominantly used during the in-
formation search stage of travel planning process. How-
ever, tourists do not only read and use information from
the Internet during their choice process, but also post in-
formation on it [8]. Still, individual who collects travel
information does not always have actual intention to
travel. People use information for sharing with others,
viewing pictures, or simply enjoying [13] and that kind
of usage expands beyond functional need for information
[35]. Redshift Research [28] study showed that over half



the travellers polled worldwide used some of the social
media platforms to get travel inspiration. Most of them
searched for information on travel destinations (27%), ho-
tels (23%), vacation activities (22%), attractions (21%) and
restaurants (17%). A survey in the US in 2008 showed that
91% of travellers who have read reviews online, reported
that they have read a hotel review. In that same survey,
travel destination reviews (85%) follow, with restaurant
reviews (74%) and activity reviews (60%) attracting a
somewhat smaller audience.

Travellers have always engaged in storytelling to com-
municate tourism experiences and social media are popu-
lar means of telling the stories of one’s trips supported
by digital images or streaming videos. “Wired youth”
stays connected to the Internet even during the travel
and they continue to share their travel experience online,
upon their return home [15]. According to a survey by
travel search company Skyscanner carried out with 6,000
travellers in the Asia-Pacific region, 42% of the travellers
are actually logging into social networks more whilst on
holiday than when at home. To communicate with oth-
ers about their trip, 74% of the travellers are opting for
Facebook [27].

National surveys in US in 2008 and 2010 showed that
travel reviews are the most prominent form of social me-
dia. Yoo and Gretzel [39] found that of those travellers
who have posted reviews in US in 2008, 70% have done
so for hotels, while half have done so for restaurants and
travel destinations [31]. There is already evidence from
older studies that people put more weight on negative in-
formation than on positive information [10; 8]. However,
survey in the US in 2008 showed that only 7% of travellers,
who post travel-related reviews, were writing reviews that
are usually negative; in contrast, 50% write reviews that
are usually positive [31].

Posting and commenting photographs is frequent Fa-
cebook travel related activity. The emergence of social me-
dia has significantly changed the nature of photo-sharing
by transforming personal photographs from private en-
joyment to a more publicly displayable social artefact. Lo
and McKercher [23] found out that Facebook is a conven-
ient and less intrusive replacement for users to display self
with less effort and thinking involved, than other means
of social media. Lo et al. [23] in the analysis of usage levels
of Web 2.0 photo-sharing technology of Hong Kong resi-
dents reported that SNSs were the most popular medium
used, attracting almost two-thirds of the participants. An
analysis of the number of likes and comments regarding
Facebook messages from restaurant chains revealed that
photographs and statuses receive more likes and com-
ments than links and videos [21]. At the same time, peo-
ple who post images online also tend to search for travel
information from others who engage in similar activities
[1]. Photographs posted by others are also frequently used
as input in travel planning process [39]. In examining the
types of photographs that were displayed in the Facebook
albums, White [36] determined two main types of pho-
tographs: (1) photograph that includes human subjects
such as the individual, family, friends, other tourists and
might include a landmark or landscape in the background
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and (2) traditional ,tourist photograph®, a visual repre-
sentations of landscape, landmarks or other images such
as streetscapes revealing aspects of the destination that do
not include human subjects at all.

METHODOLOGY

Data for the research was collected with an online poll
from 200 active Facebook users, students at the University
of Novi Sad in Serbia. Student population consisted of two
groups: undergraduate students of tourism (75 students)
and undergraduate students of psychology (125 students).
Statistical analysis of the data was computed with use of
the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS 17.0 for
Windows).

Online poll consisted of two sections. In the first sec-
tion, general characteristics of Facebook usage were col-
lected (General Facebook usage patterns: time spent, fre-
quency of access, profile privacy level, number of friends;
General motivation for the use of Facebook: fun, social-
izing and communication with friends, meeting new peo-
ple for socializing, finding an intimate or sexual partner,
finding and sharing information, boredom, business/
education reasons). In the second section, travel related
characteristics of Facebook usage were collected using sets
of six variables, including (1) time/situations when post-
ing travel related messages to Facebook (before the travel,
during the travel, right after the travel, after a certain time,
when I organize my photographs/videos), (2) media types
of travel related Facebook messages (photographs,
videos, statuses, links), (3) content of travel related Face-
book messages (travel destinations, accommodation, res-
taurants and food, nightlife, activities on the destination,
travel agency, travel guides), (4) connotation of travel re-
lated Facebook comments (positive, negative, neutral), (5)
content of travel related photographs posted on Facebook

“just me“, “me with others”, nature and landscape, ac-
commodation facility, local population, restaurants and
food, buildings and monuments and (6) reasons for view-
ing travel related photographs on Facebook (the person is
important to me, travel destination is interesting, enjoying
viewing nice photographs, out of boredom).

RESULTS

General Facebook Usage Patterns

To specify the differences and similarities in general
usage of Facebook between the two groups of students,
Mann-Whitney U test was used on three of four depend-
ent variables from this set: time spent on Facebook, fre-
quency of access to Facebook and Facebook profile pri-
vacy level. The results are shown in Table I.

A Mann-Whitney U Test revealed no significant dif-
ference in Facebook profile privacy levels of tourism and
psychology students. A significant difference was revealed
in time spent on Facebook and frequency of access to Fa-
cebook between two groups of students. Tourism students
tend to spend more time on Facebook and frequency of
access is higher.
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TABLE I. A COMPARISON OF VARIABLES OF GENERAL
FACEBOOK USAGE OF TOURISM AND PSYCHOLOGY
STUDENTS

" Fre- Facebook
Time uency of profile
Group of students spent on q .
access to privacy
Facebook
Facebook level
N* Tourism 75 75 75
Psychology 125 125 124
Tourism 2.00 4.00 3.00
Md**
Psychology 2.00 5.00 3.00
Mann-Whitney U 3128.500 3756.000 4260.500
z -4.299 -2.404 -1.083
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.016 0.279
* Number of respondents

** Median

An independent-samples t-test was used for continu-
ous variable - number of Facebook friends. The results
showed that there was no significant difference in scores
for tourism students (M = 504.50, SD = 325.67) and psy-
chology students (M = 512.42, SD = 375.02)(t (197) =
-1.51, p = 0.88, two-tailed).

TABLE II. A COMPARISON OF VARIABLES OF GENERAL
MOTIVATION FOR THE USE OF FACEBOOK BETWEEN
TOURISM (N=75) AND PSYCHOLOGY STUDENTS (N=125)

Variables of Md* .
general moti- Mann- 7 Asymp. Sig.
vation T** | p*** |Whitney U (2-tailed)
Fun 3.00 | 4.00 | 6585.500 | -2.448 0.014
Socializing

andcommu- | 5 54| 5 00| 7291.500| -0.648 0.517
nication with

friends

Meeting new

people for 5.00 5.00|11932.000| -1.620 0.105
socializing

Finding an

intimate or 7.00 7.00|11911.000| -1.861 0.063
sexual partner

Finding and

sharing infor- 3.00 3.00|12422.000| -0.362 0.718
mation

Boredom 4.00 4.00| 7394.500| -0.366 0.714
Business 5.00| 5.00|12055.000| -1.298 0.194
reasons

* Median

** Tourism students
*** Psychology Students

No significant difference in variables of general moti-
vation for the use of Facebook was revealed by A Mann-
Whitney U test, except in case of fun as a motivation (Ta-
ble IT). Fun as a motivation is more important to tourism
students (Md rank 3) than to psychology students (Md
rank 4)

Facebook Travel Related User Patterns

To specify the differences and similarities in Face-
book travel related user patterns between two groups of
students, T-test was conducted on three dependent sets
of variables: time of posting and preferred media types,
content and connotation of travel related messages and
comments and content of travel related photographs and
reasons for viewing them.

TABLE III. A COMPARISON OF VARIABLES OF TIME AND
PREFERRED MEDIA TYPES OF FACEBOOK TRAVEL RE-
LATED MESSAGES BETWEEN TOURISM AND PSYCHOLOGY
STUDENTS (N- NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS; M- MEAN;
SD - STANDARD DEVIATION)

Tourism students |Psychology students
t p
N* | M** |sD*** | N | M | sD
Time/situation of posting
Before | 3 | 503 | 1.142 | 118 | 1.62 |0.942|2.683|0.008
travel
During | 55 | 4 g5 | 1.050 | 117 | 1.51 |0.805 |2.488|0.014
travel
Rightaf- |\ 251 5 65 | 1.217 | 116 | 2.12 |1.136[4.020|0.000
ter travel
After
certain | 74 | 3.26 | 1.304 | 117 | 3.05 |1.370|1.029|0.305
time
Media types
Photos | 74 | 3.78 | 1.208 | 117 | 3.50 |1.201|1.611|0.109
Videos | 73 | 1.38 | 0.775 | 116 | 1.31 |0.610|0.722|0.471
Status | 73 | 2.82 | 1.305 | 116 | 2.37 |1.154|2.487|0.014
Links | 74 | 1.96 | 1.232 | 116 | 1.63 |0.956|1.959|0.052

Significant at p <0.05
* Number of responders
** Mean
**#* Standard deviation

The results for first set of variables are shown in Table
II1. The results indicated that there are significant mean
differences for three out of four variables in variable set
»time/situation of posting® between the tourism and
psychology students. Both groups of students post travel
related messages after a certain time when they organize
photographs/videos and for this variable there were no
significant mean differences. However, tourism students
assign higher ratings to the time before, during and after
travel to post travel related messages than psychology stu-
dents indicating they are more active on Facebook in all
three phases of travel.

As it can be seen in Table III, there are no significant
mean differences in preferred media type of Facebook
travel related messages between two groups of students,



except in the case of posting statuses. Both groups of stu-
dents prefer photographs as media type for posting travel
related messages on Facebook. Photographs are followed
by statuses, but tourism students tend to used them more
often than psychology students. Both groups of students
assigned low values to links and videos as media types for
posting travel related messages.

TABLE IV. A COMPARISON OF VARIABLES OF CONTENT
AND CONNOTATION OF TRAVEL RELATED MESSAGES
AND COMMENTS ON FACEBOOK BETWEEN TOURISM
AND PSYCHOLOGY STUDENTS (DESTN - DESTINATION,
ACCOMM - ACCOMMODATION, RESTT - RESTAURANT)

Tourism students |Psychology students
t p
N* | M** [sp*** | N | M | sD
Content

Travel | o0 1 357 | 1272 | 117 | 2.79 |1.285|4.108 |0.000
destn.

Accomm. | 71 | 2.25 | 1.317 | 116 | 1.46 |0.785|4.619(0.000

Restt. | 74 | 2.35 | 1.297 | 117 | 1.56 |0.914|4.603|0.000
Night life | 73 | 3.21 | 1.384 | 116 | 2.73 |1.410|2.260|0.025
Activities | 73 | 3.42 | 1.413 | 115 | 2.74 |1.292|3.418|0.001
Travel | 20 | 169 | 0.950 | 116 | 1.20 |0.578|3.999 |0.000
agency

Travel | _0 | 165 | 0.943 | 116 | 1.29 |0.746|2.742 | 0.007
guides

Connotation

positive | 74 | 3.84 | 1.272 | 117 | 3.40 |1.273|2.307|0.022
negative | 73 | 2.89 | 1.420 | 117 | 2.28 |1.217|3.142|0.002
neutral | 72 | 2.00 | 1.222 | 117 | 1.90 [1.062|0.609 | 0.544
Significant at p <0.05
* Number of responders

** Mean
% Standard deviation

The results of t-test on the set of variables for content
and connotation of travel related messages and comments
are shown in Table IV. The results indicate that there is
significant mean difference for all of seven variables in
content of travel related messages and comments between
the tourism and psychology students. Tourism students
post more of these travel specific messages and com-
ments. Most commented variables in both of the groups
are travel destinations, activities on the destination and
night life, then restaurants and accommodation, and lastly
travel agencies and tour guides.
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TABLE V. A COMPARISON OF VARIABLES OF CONTENT
OF TRAVEL RELATED PHOTOGRAPHS AND OF REASONS
FOR VIEWING TRAVEL RELATED PHOTOGRAPHS ON
FACEBOOK BETWEEN TOURISM AND PSYCHOLOGY
STUDENTS (DESTN - DESTINATION, ACCOMM - ACCOM-
MODATION, RESTT - RESTAURANT)

Psychology stu-
dents
Variables t p

N* | M** [SD***| N M | SD

Tourism students

Content of photographs
Just me 74 | 2.08 |0.807| 115 | 2.12 |0.637/-0.385(0.701
Me with others| 74 | 3.20 |0.936| 116 | 3.17 |0.944| 0.216 |0.829
Nature and
73 | 2.67 |0.898| 116 | 2.39 |0.862| 2.164 0.032
landscapes
Buildings and
71 | 2.66 |0.940| 117 | 2.32 |0.934| 2.454 0.015
monuments
Accomm. |23 1 4 77 |0.755| 116 | 1.48 |0.611| 2.840 |0.005
facilities
Restt.and food| 72 | 1.85 |0.744| 116 | 1.54 |0.677| 2.881 |0.004
L°Ca'ﬁ‘;‘;p“'a’ 73 | 1.75 |0.722| 115 | 1.46 |0.704| 2.748 |0.007

Reasons for viewing

Person is impor-|

75 | 4.11 |1.122| 124 | 3.99 |1.055| 0.726 |0.469
tant to me
Travel destn. is
; . 75 | 4.55 |0.741| 123 | 4.09 |0.958| 3.537 |0.001
|nterest|ng
Enjoying view- | 2o | 4 58 10.909| 122 | 3.70 |1.098] 3.859 0.000
ing nice photos
Out of boredom| 75 | 2.89 |1.110| 124 | 2.94 |1.258(-0.294(0.769

Significant at p <0.05

* Number of responders
** Mean

*** Standard deviation

Significant mean differences between two groups of
students are present in positive and negative connotation
of travel related messages. Tourism students assigned
higher ratings on positive and negative connotations.
Results of t-test show no significant mean differences for
neutral connotations between two groups of students.

In terms of ,,content of travel related photographs®
t-test results show there are no significant mean differ-
ences for ,,just me“ and ,,me and others“ variables between
two groups of students (Table V). However, significant
mean differences are present for photographs represent-
ing nature and landscapes, buildings and monuments,
accommodation facilities, restaurants and food and lo-
cal population. Tourism students post photographs with
this content more frequently than psychology students. In
both groups, the most common are photographs of stu-
dents with others, photographs of nature and landscape
and building and monuments.
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The most frequent reason for viewing travel related
photographs for both groups of students is interest for
travel destination (Table V). However, there are signifi-
cant mean differences between two groups of students.
For tourism students this is a more frequent reason. Sig-
nificant mean differences are also recorded in ,enjoying
viewing nice photographs” variable. For tourism students
this is also a more frequent reason, and at the same time
the second frequent reason for viewing travel photo-
graphs, while for psychology student ,,person is impor-
tant for me“ variable is the second frequent reason. For
this variable there are no significant differences between
two groups of students, as well as for “out of boredom”
variable.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The results of the study found significant differences
between tourism and psychology students in term of Face-
book travel related usage patterns. Most similarities are ob-
vious in general use of Facebook, and in non-specific travel
related usage patterns. Significant differences are recorded
in ,,core® travel related user patterns considering posting
travel related messages in all stages of travel, content and
connotation of travel related messages, content of travel re-
lated photographs and in travel specific reasons for viewing
travel related photographs on Facebook. However, there
were no significant difference in Facebook media types of
travel related messages, neutral comments, or in variables
“just me” or “me with others” in content of travel related
photographs.

These differences could indicate that Facebook travel
related usage patterns of tourism students are influenced
by their tourism educational orientation, that is, their in-
terest in this topic. Results clearly show that tourism stu-
dents more frequently post and interact with travel specific
content on Facebook. Whatever the reason for the differ-
ences, this study indicates that more research should be
conducted to determine how to better understand specific
user patterns of tourism students on SNSs. Since, their
travel related usage patterns on SNSs may differ from the
others, students must be aware of that fact in order to cor-
rectly adjust and anticipate behaviour of their customers.
For example, the findings of Park et al. [25] suggest that
the availability of the reviewer’s self-disclosed personal
profile information serves as credibility cues for travellers’
assessments of travel reviewers. Considering this, as future
tourism professionals, tourism students should consider
having less restrict Facebook’s Profile privacy in order to
transfer more trustful Facebook tourism messages. In ad-
dition, nowadays, large amount of travel related content
on SNSs is generated by tourists. The role of travel profes-
sionals on SNSs is less and less about creation, and more
and more about digital curation. In that context, one of the
most important tasks of travel professionals is to manage
travel related content on SNSs correctly, guided by users’
patterns.

Due to the changing nature of social media and tourism
industry’s reaction to it, this kind of research may not be
completed in just one study. Discovering the usage pat-

terns of SNSs might be useful in making decisions about
the design and implementation of those applications as
well as educational tools [7]. SNSs, intentionally or not,
are becoming integrated part of tourism education. Par-
ticular attention should be paid to providing students with
instructions on how to interact with content and with each
other in online learning environments. Lee and Wicks [11]
explored the effectiveness of social media for delivering
technology training to destination marketing professionals.

This field of investigation is at an iterative stage where
empirical models and frameworks are just emerging. This
study contributes an understanding of Facebook travel
related usage patterns addressing an academic gap in the
literature in examining tourism students. Though this re-
search provides insight into students’ usage patterns, it is
by design limited to a population and sample of Serbian
students and to predefined types of Facebook travel related
usage patterns that may not be representative of entire stu-
dent population and all possible ways of usage patterns.
However, we believe that sample of Serbian tourism stu-
dents reasonably represents average Facebook’s student
user, bearing in mind general Facebook usage patterns. For
this reasons, the current study needs to be considered as
not the last stage to complete understanding of Facebook
travel related usage patterns of tourism students, but rather
a first step.
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