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 Background: Online social media is a two-way communication tool, which is unlike 

advertising, sales promotion, and public relations. Social media allows marketers to 
communicate with target audiences and obtain a response from them. In the last few 

years, social networks have become essential elements in the Internet as well as for 

online marketing. Objective: The aim of this survey is to investigate the impact of 
online social media on tourist travel planning and to evaluate the attitude of tourists 

towards online social media. Results: Findings showed that tourists preferred to use 

social media to plan their trip. The majority of tourists have positive attitudes towards 
online social networks. Hence, tourism authorities should use online social media as 

one of their primary communication tools, and updates on tourism activities, events, 

and functions must be disseminated via social networks. Conclusion: The current study 
only investigated the major social media, but did not clearly specify which social 

networking sites are most effective. Further studies should be done to investigate the 
impact of more specific social networking sites on the attitude of tourists 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 Direct marketing is a marketing communication tool in which prospective consumers are able to generate a 

response to inquiries, such as visiting places and requesting for further information (Keegan and Green, 2013). 

One of the major forms of direct marketing is online marketing. During the last few years, online marketing 

grew rapidly because of the increasing usage of the Internet. In current marketing communication, the Internet is 

one of the best communication tools for organizations to communicate with their target audiences. Armstrong 

and Kotler (2013) cited that online marketing could be conducted by setting up or participating in social 

networks, utilizing mobile marketing, creating company websites, advertising online, and conducting email 

marketing. Social media is a two-way communication tool, which is unlike advertising, sales promotion, and 

public relations. Social media allows marketers to communicate with target audiences and obtain a response 

from them. In the last few years, social networks have become essential elements in the Internet as well as for 

online marketing.  

 According to e-marketer (2014), social network advertising spending reached $5.14 billion in 2012 and 

$6.18 billion in 2013. This amount is expected to increase in the next few years. Malaysia is the second largest 

user of social media in the world after Denmark. In the new global economy, the tourism industry has become a 

major contributor to a country’s gross domestic product, developed into a foreign exchange earner, attracted 

foreign direct investments, and created more job opportunities for local citizens. Hence, the tourism industry is a 

very important economic component in several countries. In Malaysia, the tourism industry is the third biggest 

contributor to the country after the palm oil and manufacturing industries (New Straits Times, 2012). In 

addition, its tourism industry is also the second largest foreign currency earner after the manufacturing industry 

(The Star, 2013). Boyd and Ellion (2008) stated that social networks attract a few million online users in the 

world, because social networking has become part of daily routine. 

 Every year, most countries spend millions of dollars to promote the tourism industry through traditional 

advertising and promotion. However, the past decade has also seen the rapid development of online marketing, 

especially online social media. These rapid changes have serious effects on the effectiveness of traditional 
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advertising and promotion. Consequently, ignoring the effects of online marketing, especially online social 

media, in the tourism industry is now difficult to ignore. However, only a few studies have focused on the 

effects of online social media in the tourism industry. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the impact of 

online social media towards travel planning as well as to evaluate tourist attitudes towards online social media. 

 

2.0 Literature Review: 

2.1 Online Social Media and Travel Planning: 

 Schmalleger and Carson (2008) showed that all five functions (promotion, product distribution, 

management, communication, and research) are very effective in creating the consumer content in the tourism 

industry. Wang et al. (2001) stated that most online users joined online communities for information, 

entertainment, and communication purposes. Gretzel (2006) mentioned that social media is very helpful as a 

search engine for the tourism sector. In addition, the growing popularity of Travel 2.0 is mainly attributed to the 

popularity of the Internet. Xiang and Gretzel (2010) found that social media is a very important domain for 

online tourism, an essential element of search results, and a guide to travelers to tourism media sites. According 

to Lo et al. (2011), respondents preferred to use social networking sites, instant messaging, online photo albums, 

and personal blogs as their online media. However, the respondents did not prefer to use online forum or travel-

themed sites. Moreover, web 2.0 will become a major part of tourism marketing destination formation in the 

future.  

 Lopez et al. (2011) developed a theoretical framework to analyze how tourists use social media to plan their 

holiday trips. Their findings postulated that tourists might decide their tour elements by using online social 

media, which has significantly affected the tourism sector. In addition, perceived psychological and social 

benefits will influence social media usage. Milano et al. (2011) mentioned that most tourism online activities are 

influenced by web 2.0 and online social networking sites. Their results also indicated a correlation and 

confirmed their hypothesis. Moreover, regression analysis found a positive significance between Facebook 

contributions and the number of visits in tourism websites. Guzzo et al. (2013) proposed a framework to 

promote and to create sustainable tourism by emphasizing social media. In the future, social media is strongly 

believed to change the ways of information search, usage, look, and integration in the tourism industry. 

 

2.2 Attitudes towards Online Social Media: 

 Brown et al. (2001) stated that word of mouth communication among online communities is a vital element 

of online participant interactions. The major concern of firms on online interaction is the exploration of 

customer experiences and their attitudes. Chung and Buhail (2008) revealed how fundamental benefits influence 

online participants in social media. The results indicated that online participants believed functional benefits, 

such as acquisition of information and sharing experiences are vital elements toward online participants and 

their attitudes. Jalivard and Samiei (2012) claimed that attitudes of tourists who have visited Isfahan are strongly 

influenced by online word of mouth communication.  

 

3.  Research Methodology: 

 The current study employed the survey method. The questionnaire was divided into two sections. The 

questions in Section A focused on the demographic profile of the tourists, while Section B centered on the two 

attributes of this study, which are online social networking and attitude. The questions were adapted from 

Jalivand and Samiei (2012).  

 The sampling unit in this study included the tourists who visited Malaysia in December 2013. This study 

employed convenience sampling, which resulted in a sample size of 200 respondents. Data collection was 

conducted in December 2013, when most tourists travelled to Malaysia. Out of 200 questionnaires collected, 

only 155 (77.5%) were completed, and were analyzed. Data management and analysis were performed by using 

Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) 21. The statistical techniques used in this study were descriptive 

analysis, independent samples t-test, one-way ANOVA, Chi-square, and correlation analysis 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

4.1 Frequency Statistics: 

 Based on the results from Table 1, the profiles of tourists are described according to gender, age, and 

continent of origin. The respondents comprised 57.4% males and 42.6% females. The majority of respondents 

came from the Asia (43.9%), which was followed by Europe (21.3%). The result of the current study was 

consistent with that of the Malaysia Tourism Promotion Board report. The report indicated that visitor arrivals 

and receipts (2012) showed that most came from Asia and followed by Europe, Australia, and North America. 

Lastly, most tourists were within the age range of 29 to 50 (58.3%) years old.  

 Table 2 shows that 39.4% of tourists preferred to use Facebook to find tourist information. The other social 

networking sites are Twitter (20.6%), Instagram (16.1%), Flickr (11.6%), Google Plus (10.3%), and others, such 
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as Tumblr, VK, and Pinterest (7.1%). Moreover, 75.5% of tourists used online social networks to plan their 

trips. The majority of tourists (67.1%) were satisfied with their trip in Malaysia. 

 
Table 1: Tourists Profiles. 

Variables Frequency Percent 

Gender   

Male 89 57.4 

Female 66 42.6 

Age   

18-28 27 17.4 

29-39 56 36.1 

40-50 39 25.2 

>50 33 21.3 

Continent   

Asia 68 43.9 

North America 20 12.9 

Europe 33 21.3 

Australia 24 15.5 

Others 10 6.4 

  
Table 2: The Online Social Media and Travel Planning. 

Variables Frequency Percent 

Social Network Sites 

Facebook 

 

53 

 

34.3 

Twitter 32 20.3 

Google Plus 

Instagram 

Flickr 
Others 

Use Online social Media 

Yes 
No 

Tourist Satisfaction 

Satisfied 
Dissatisfied 

16 

25 

18 
11 

117 

38 
 

104 

51 

10.3 

16.1 

11.6 
7.1 

75.5 

24.5 
 

67.1 

32.9 

 

4.1 Descriptives Statistics: 

 Table 3 shows the means of the frequency of use of online social media to find tourism information (4.62), 

tourism destinations (4.38), and tourism photos (4.06). The results indicate the preference of tourists in using 

social media to plan their trip. According to Mislove et al. (2007), social networking is most likely to become a 

very important element of individual and commercial online interactions in the future. Guzzo et al. (2013) stated 

that travel social networks in the future should emphasize visualize data and information systems. At the same 

time, these two systems should consist of location, time, and virtual service tours. Li (2010) mentioned that 

social networking sites should provide enjoyable website content and features. 

 The Likert scale used in the study ranged from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. The results 

indicated that tourism authority should use online social media as one of their primary communication tool. 

Therefore, any updates on tourism activities, events, and functions must associate with social networks. This 

step can indirectly build a strong relationship with potential and current tourists. According to Kasavana et al. 

(2010), hospitality companies can strengthen customer loyalty and satisfaction by utilizing social media. 

Moreover, authorities can also introduce location-based marketing, which is a technology that enables 

organizations to deliver multimedia information and to determine tourism location via their mobile devices. 

Lastly, collaborative consumption is a new marketing trend that allows tourists to share their assets, such as 

peer-to-peer travel experiences, car sharing, and peer-to-peer accommodation. In the last few years, this method 

is widely used in the tourism sector. 

 
Table 3: Online Social Media and Travel Planning. 

 Mean 

Helps me to find tourism information 4.62 

Helps me to find tourism destinations 4.38 

Helps me to find tourism photos 4.06 

  

 Based on Blackwell et al. (2006), the scale ranged from (1) like very much to (5) dislike very much. Table 

4 shows that tourists liked to use online social media to find tourism information (mean = 4.57), destinations 

(mean = 4.42), and photos (mean = 4.10). The data implied that tourists have a positive attitude towards online 

social networks. Therefore, tourism authorities should use online social media to provide more information to 
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tourists.  Blackwell et al. (2006), organizations can change consumer attitudes by utilizing three perspectives, 

namely, (i) changing their beliefs, (ii) changing attribute importance, and (iii) changing idea points. 

 
Table 4: Tourist Attitudes towards Online Social Media (OSM). 

 Mean 

Like or dislike to use OSM to find tourism information 4.57 

Like or dislike to use OSM to find tourism destinations 

Like or dislike  to use OSM to find tourism photos 

4.42 

4.10 

 

5. Conclusion: 

 This study investigated the impact of online social media on tourist travel planning and evaluated tourist 

attitudes towards online social media. These findings may help tourism authorities to understand better the 

effect of social media in the tourism industry. As a result, tourism authorities should use online social media as 

one of their primary communication tools. Therefore, any update on tourism activities, events, and functions 

must be coursed through social networks. This step can indirectly build a strong relationship with potential and 

current tourists. 

 The findings of the current study suggest that tourism authorities should use social networking, location-

based marketing, and collaborative consumption as part of their promotional tools. In addition, tourism 

authorities should utilize social media to reach their target customers because social media is one of the easiest 

and effective ways to reach tourists worldwide. However, this study only investigated the major social media, 

and did not clearly mention which specific social network sites are most effective. Further studies should be 

done to investigate the impact of more specific social networking sites on the attitude of tourists. 
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