-

CURRENT [SSUE
IN TOURISM

£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

-

Current Issues in Tourism

. R e

ISSN: 1368-3500 (Print) 1747-7603 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rcit20

‘We are open again (and again): communicating
during COVID-19 - opportunities, challenges, and
lessons learned

Laura Zizka & Meng-Mei Chen

To cite this article: Laura Zizka & Meng-Mei Chen (2024) ‘We are open again (and again)"
communicating during COVID-19 - opportunities, challenges, and lessons learned, Current
Issues in Tourism, 27:24, 4446-4462, DOI: 10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790

8 © 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

@ Published online: 24 Nov 2023.

\J
C;/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 1113

A
& View related articles &'

View Crossmark data &'

@ Citing articles: 3 View citing articles

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rcit20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rcit20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcit20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcit20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790&domain=pdf&date_stamp=24%20Nov%202023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790&domain=pdf&date_stamp=24%20Nov%202023
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rcit20

CURRENT ISSUES IN TOURISM 3
2024, VOL. 27, NO. 24, 44464462 g Routledge
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2023.2276790 & W Taylor &Francis Group

8 OPEN ACCESS

‘We are open again (and again)’: communicating during COVID-19
- opportunities, challenges, and lessons learned

Laura Zizka and Meng-Mei Chen

Learning, EHL Hospitality Business School//HES-SO University of Applied Sciences and Arts Western Switzerland,
Lausanne, Switzerland

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

During any crisis, how a company communicates will determine how Received 23 January 2023

much reputational capital is spent and how quickly the company can Accepted 21 October 2023

recover. Extending the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT)

to hotel websites and social media, this paper investigates Swiss hotels’ Swiss i .
R . . . . . N wiss independent hotels;

messages during this crisis to repair their image, bolster their Facebook: website;

reputation, and attract customers back to Swiss destinations. From June situational crisis

2020 to August 2021, messages from Swiss independent 4- and 5-star communication theory

hotels were mined, and semantic network analysis, sentiment analysis, (SCCT); reputation; COVID-19

and an analysis of SCCT strategies were employed to investigate

hoteliers’ messages during the pandemic. Hoteliers adopted different

strategies between hotel website (dominated by corrective action) and

social media (renewal). Hoteliers tried to create positive emotions as

detected through sentiment analysis and the wide use of exclamation

points. Guest was the most popular theme and concept from the

semantic analysis. The emphasis on guests and positive emotion

indicates the humanness of the communicated message.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic can be categorized as the penultimate crisis that affected all industries
worldwide to different extents. While industries such as online shopping and delivery services
thrived, most industries saw their business model tested and their profits decline. One particularly
hard-hit industry was tourism, more specifically, hospitality. Travel came to a halt, airplanes were
grounded, and many hotels closed or drastically reduced their services. Official travel restrictions,
event cancellations, travellers’ fear of risk (Gonzalez et al., 2021), stay-at-home orders (Villace-Moli-
nero et al,, 2021), and social distancing (Yeh, 2021) caused a severe disruption in what was predicted
to be a record year for international travel. Further, the pandemic triggered ‘travel fears’ and even
travel avoidance (Xie et al., 2021). No one imagined the massive impact COVID-19 would have
(and continues to have) on travel behaviour (Jingyi et al., 2020), and hotels are currently attempting
to regain customer trust.

For Switzerland, the closing, opening, closing, and opening again became a part of everyday life.
Starting in March 2020, Swiss hotels were faced with changing sanitary measures and inconsistent
communication from the Swiss government in how they could conduct business. In Switzerland,
the tourism industry is one of the largest export industries in Switzerland with 4.4% of export
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revenue. According to the official statistics published in February 2020, Switzerland welcomed
1,343,000 tourists. In March 2020, this number dropped to 496,000 tourist arrivals and, in April
2020, dropped even further to 51,000 tourist arrivals (Switzerland tourist arrivals, n.d.). In comparing
tourism numbers from 2019, in March 2020, hotels recorded 68% fewer foreign tourists than the
same period the year before (Swiss tourism numbers crash, 2020). For a year that promised to be
a lucrative one for the tourism industry, the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis completely
changed travel plans and, subsequently, the tourism industry worldwide.

To analyse this crisis and mitigate the effects of the pandemic on the hospitality industry, this paper
examines what Swiss 4 and 5-star hotels communicated to their stakeholders through their official
websites and Facebook pages over a 14-month period (from June 2020 to August 2021). The
purpose is to gauge whether Swiss hotels effectively applied Situational Crisis Communication
Theory (SCCT) in their messages during the peaks and waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. While
many previous studies have investigated the communication channels used during times of crisis,
scant literature has explicitly focused on the messages hoteliers communicated during a crisis. To
this purpose, this study analyses the messages (what) posted on official channels (where) to gauge
their effectiveness (how) in protecting their reputation and reassuring travellers that it is safe to
come back to Switzerland.

Theoretical background
Theory of planned behaviour

The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) introduced by Ajzen in 1991 has been cited in many studies in
which risk was assessed (Jingyi et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020; Yeh, 2021). TPB is the dominant framework for
explaining human behaviour, including travel behaviour, and includes the interaction between beliefs,
attitudes, subjective norms, and behavioural control that determines intention to do something (Ajzen,
1991; Jingyi et al., 2020). According to TPB, attitudes can be defined as the degree to which an indi-
vidual positively or negatively assesses behaviour; subjective norms include the perceived social obli-
gation to act; perceived control behaviour highlights the (in)capabilities of performing a behaviour;
and behavioural intention suggests that an action will take place (Ajzen, 1991). For the hospitality
and tourism industries, specifically, this behavioural intention revolves around the intention to
travel or commitment to travel (Jingyi et al.,, 2020; Li et al., 2020; Villace-Molinero et al.,, 2021).

Nonetheless, the belief that a destination could be risky will affect travellers’ intention to visit as
travellers are extremely sensitive to risk messages and the possibility of danger, harm, or losses
associated with the travel (Xie et al., 2021). In travel, risk perception is a subjective assessment
of travel security and is based on uncontrollable and accumulative factors during the travel experi-
ence (Jingyi et al., 2020). In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, travel decisions were framed by
official travel restrictions, event cancellations, and travellers’ fear of risk (Gonzalez et al., 2021).
Further, their risk evaluation was exacerbated by mixed messages, misinformation, constantly
changing regulations, and the different perceptions of the level of risk that COVID-19 posed
(Villace-Molinero et al., 2021). When facing a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, travellers
may have been driven by affective risks or those associated with an emotional response rather
than cognitive risk that is linked to the probability that the risk is present (Jingyi et al., 2020).
For reassurance, many travellers sought information from governmental or health sources to
ensure their safety before making decisions to complete a booking or spend money on travel
(Roth-Cohen & Lahav, 2021; Xie et al., 2021). Once they gathered this information about the desti-
nation to make their proper risk assessment, some travellers chose to cancel, delay, alter, or keep
their plans (Villace-Molinero et al.,, 2021). After evaluating the risk as communicated from official
sources, travellers then seek further information from private sources (such as testimonials from
friends or family) or online information (via social media or the Internet) (Villace-Molinero et al.,
2021).
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Situational crisis communication theory

Crisis communication focuses on the prevention and reduction of harm (Wong et al., 2021). When
done effectively, crisis communication can reduce the risk perceptions and long-lasting negative
impacts on a destination (Xie et al., 2021). This effective risk communication can protect a company'’s
reputation in times of crisis (such as the COVID-19 pandemic) (Kim et al., 2021) and help build confi-
dence to make travel decisions and encourage cooperative decision-making (Xie et al., 2021). None-
theless, in a pandemic that was so broad and inclusive, no one company or industry ‘owned’ the
crisis (Jong, 2020); thus, trying to communicate about it effectively created an unprecedented chal-
lenge. Although it was a global crisis, the messages needed to be adapted to each sector and indus-
try (Gonzalez et al., 2021) by considering the timeliness, audience, sources, and channels (Xie et al.,
2021). Further, a balance needed to be found between the alarming tone of the situation’s urgency
and the actions the public must take to stay safe and healthy (Jong, 2020). While hotels could have
fostered consumer confidence by reassuring their customers, many hotels were rather ‘sluggish’ and
hesitant to communicate about the COVID-19 pandemic (Wong et al., 2021; Zizka et al., 2021). Many
companies, particularly hospitality and tourism companies, lacked interactive dialogue with their
customers and missed the opportunity to position themselves as ‘victims’ and show their ‘human-
ness’ in times of crisis (Camilleri, 2020; Zizka et al., 2021). To mitigate risk, they needed to reassure
their customers that they have clean and safe spaces to enjoy (Jiminez-Barreto et al., 2021)
through new cleaning technology or further emphasis on hygiene (Salem et al., 2021). Nonetheless,
during the past year, these hospitality and tourism companies struggled to understand what was
going on before communicating it (Jong, 2020). What they actually needed was an effective strategy
for communicating during a crisis.

Crises are negative events that lead stakeholders to assess a company’s responsibility for the crisis
(Coombs, 2007). After all, no company is immune to crisis (Claeys et al., 2010). For this reason, Situa-
tional Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) was developed (Coombs, 1995). SCCT is based on the
strategies companies can employ to mitigate the effects of a crisis and retain reputational capital
(Coombs, 1995; 2007; 2017; Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Coombs and Holladay (2002) defined
crises as ‘unpredictable events that can disrupt an organization’s operations and threaten to
damage organizational reputation’ (p. 2). Nevertheless, the immediate priority is protecting the sta-
keholders from harm, not protecting the company’s reputation (Coombs, 2007; Kim & Liu, 2012;
Stewart & Young, 2018). Further, when the crisis involves public safety, such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic, information on how customers can protect themselves is more important than reputational
concerns (Coombs & Holladay, 2002).

SCCT proposes numerous strategies to employ based on the severity and type of crisis a
company is facing. It is based on how stakeholders perceive a company’s responsibility for the
crisis. Two factors affect the initial assessment of crisis responsibility: (1) severity (i.e. amount of
damage generated by the crisis) and (2) performance history (i.e. a company’s crisis history and
how well they have treated their stakeholders in the past) (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). The com-
pany’s previous crisis history and prior relationship reputation are called ‘intensifying factors’ as
they increase the initial assessment of crisis responsibility (Coombs, 2007). For an accidental or pre-
ventable crisis, trust is eroded (Dulaney & Gunn, 2017), and companies must employ numerous
SCCT strategies beyond the base response (Coombs, 1995; 2007; 2017). While a victim crisis,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, usually requires only a minimal response, i.e. a base response
of instructing and adjusting information (Coombs, 1995; 2007; 2017), messages about hygiene,
safety, protective measures, and current COVID-19 regulations did not suffice (Zizka et al., 2021).
Hoteliers also needed to communicate upbeat messages to encourage travellers to return (Zizka
et al.,, 2021).

According to Coombs and Holladay (2002), ‘the greater the crisis responsibility generated by the
crisis, the more accommodative the crisis response strategies must be’ (p. 171). Beyond the base
response, the initial list of SCCT strategies included: Attack the attacker, Denial, Excuse, Victimization,
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Justification, Ingratiation, Corrective actions, and Full apology (Coombs, 1995). A summary of each
strategy can be found in Table 1.

This list has been expanded further in more recent research projects with the addition of Scape-
goating (Ki & Nekmat, 2014), Mortification (Cheng, 2018), Enhancing (Cheng, 2018; Kim & Liu, 2012),
Transferring (Cheng, 2018; Kim & Liu, 2012; Schroeder & Pennington-Gray, 2015), Ignoring (Kim & Liu,
2012), and Renewal (Ulmer & Sellnow, 2002). When the company is a victim of the crisis like with
COVID-19, they can use Renewal, Ingratiation, and Victimage. In an earlier study with the same
hotels, Zizka et al. (2021) confirmed that Swiss hotels employed the Victimage strategy, followed
by Ingratiation during the first three months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Though Renewal is
suggested in the expanded SCCT strategies, Swiss hotels did not employ that strategy during the
first wave and closure of their hotels. The results of the current study, though, reveal a strong
implementation of the Renewal strategy since June 2020.

Communicating crisis on social media

Previous studies have shown that the hospitality and tourism industries have not been proactive on
one of the most commonly used channels, social media (Barbe & Pennington-Gray, 2018; Schroeder
et al., 2013; Veil et al., 2011). While hospitality and tourism companies have been encouraged to use
social media for destination and crisis management purposes, many do not consider how frequently
their customers will turn to social media to seek information in times of crisis (Schroeder et al., 2013).
Barbe and Pennington-Gray (2018) posited the possibility that hotels may be afraid of drawing nega-
tive attention to themselves; they may fear that if they communicate about crises, they will be seen
in a negative light. However, as hospitality and tourism stakeholders are already using social media
to post comments or images during their travels or at their destinations (Schroeder et al., 2013),
avoiding it is no longer an option (Veil et al, 2011). The hospitality and tourism industries may
fear that stakeholders will hold a dialogue about the crisis that they cannot control (Veil et al.,
2011) or that an ineffective message on social media could inflict more significant reputational
damage on their reputation (Ki & Nekmat, 2014). Hospitality and tourism companies may worry

Table 1. SCCT strategies.

1. Attack the attacker (accuser): Confronts group or person that claims crisis ~ Coombs (1995)

exists
2. Denial: Denies the crisis exists Coombs (1995)
3. Excuse: Attempts to minimize organizational responsibility for crisis Coombs (1995)
4. Victimization: Reminds stakeholders that organization is a victim of crisis as  Coombs (1995)
well
5. Justification: Minimizes the perceived damage inflicted by the crisis Coombs (1995)

6. Ingratiation: Praises stakeholders and reminds them of the past good works  Coombs (1995)
done by the organization

7. Corrective action: Tries to prevent a repeat of the crisis and/or repair Coombs (1995)
damages done
8. Full apology: Publicly accepts responsibility for the crisis and asks Coombs (1995)

forgiveness
9. Scapegoating: Shifts the blame to another person or group outside of the  Ki and Nekmat (2014)
organization
10. Mortification: Needs to apologize for an act Cheng (2018)
11. Enhancing: Focuses on their current good deeds Cheng (2018), Kim and Liu (2012)
12. Transferring: Use a credible third party’s crisis response to transfer that Cheng (2018), Kim and Liu (2012), Schroeder
third party’s credibility onto themselves; can be done by citing credible 3rd and Pennington-Gray (2015)
parties like the World Health Organization (WHO) regarding hygiene
practices
13. Ignoring: When organizations implicitly state that a crisis does not exist by ~ Kim and Liu (2012)
disregarding the crisis
14. Renewal: Replaces defensive discourse with optimistic rhetoric to the post-  Ulmer and Sellnow (2002)
crisis phase (e.g. stakeholder commitment, commitment to correction, and
core values)

Source: Zizka et al. (2021).
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that tourism demand will decrease if they communicate about the crisis and its risks (Barbe & Pen-
nington-Gray, 2018). They may believe that by simply mentioning the crisis, i.e. COVID-19, the risk
perception will increase (Barbe & Pennington-Gray, 2018), and these perceptions will negatively
affect travel decision-making (Schroeder & Pennington-Gray, 2015). Nonetheless, the research
suggests that effective communication during the time of crisis will be perceived more positively
than scant or no information (Barbe & Pennington-Gray, 2018; Zizka et al., 2021); thus, companies
must communicate where their customers seek information.

However, communicating with customers through the official website is ineffective. Customers
rarely go to the official website to gather information (Austin et al., 2012); instead, they go to the
website to book their trip. Hence, it may be futile to communicate about crises uniquely on the cor-
porate website (Zizka et al., 2021). Further, social media channels offer companies a platform to
reach, inform, and motivate audiences (Kwok et al., 2021; Park et al., 2019; Stewart & Young, 2018;
Zhang et al., 2022). As the research suggests that effective communication during the time of
crisis will be perceived more positively than scant or no information (Barbe & Pennington-Gray,
2018; Zizka et al., 2021), companies must communicate where their customers seek information.

Methodology
Data collection and sampling

The study was based on qualitative content analysis of Swiss 4- and 5-star hotels’ official websites
and Facebook pages. The study began by seeking an official list of the 4- and 5-star hotels in Switzer-
land; this resulted in 220 hotels. Hotels that were affiliated with a chain or had no Facebook page
were eliminated. The numbers of hotels reduced to 98. From this number, many hotels closed for
substantial periods or did not communicate at all during the 14 months (from June 2020 to
August 2021) used for this study. The final number of Swiss 4- and 5-star hotels was 48. The research
team combed the official website and Facebook pages for each hotel for COVID-19 messages. The
keywords chosen for the search were ‘COVID-19’, ‘Coronavirus’, and ‘pandemic’.

Qualitative content analysis-semantic analysis

Qualitative content analysis was conducted to illustrate the relationships between words and the
frequency of words or phrases within the messages. This methodology is frequently employed in
crisis-related research focusing on image repair (Avraham, 2020) or reputation repair. Further, it is
a standard method utilized in the tourism sector for interpreting all types of messages. Previous
studies include content analysis from newspapers, TV channels, tourism office webpages (Salem
et al, 2021), the media (Avraham, 2020), press releases (Wong et al., 2021), news articles (Cheng &
Edwards, 2019; Kim et al, 2021), Facebook and websites (Zizka et al., 2021), and Facebook and
Twitter (Azer et al., 2021). While these studies employed diverse topic modelling methods or soft-
ware to conduct their analysis, numerous hospitality and tourism studies have chosen the Leximan-
cer software as an alternative to analyse their data (Cheng & Edwards, 2019; Kazeminia et al., 2015;
Liu et al., 2018; Pearce & Wu, 2016; Phi, 2020; Sotiriadou et al., 2014; Trinh & Ryan, 2017; Tseng et al.,
2014; Ye et al,, 2019; Yeh, 2021). Some examples include research that investigates messages com-
municated through blogs (Tseng et al., 2014), the news media (Cheng & Edwards, 2019; Phi, 2020),
exploratory interviews (Sotiriadou et al., 2014), and governmental communications through the
media or Tweets (Liu et al., 2021; Yeh, 2021).

While Leximancer allows researchers to explore the data promptly with the list of concepts emer-
ging automatically from the text without the need for researcher input, it is argued that the lack of
the researchers’ manipulation of the data can lead to difficulties in comprehension and interpret-
ation of the output (Smith & Humphreys, 2006; Sotiriadou et al., 2014). However, Phi (2020) posits
that the automated results of the key concepts and the subsequent visual maps displaying them
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can reduce bias and increase reliability. In one study, Smith and Humphreys (2006) evaluated Lexi-
mancer on its face validity, stability, reproductivity, and correlative validity. Further, Tseng et al.
(2014) concluded that the application of Leximancer provided a more comprehensive picture of
the topic by combining visual diagrams and charts with lexical concepts than other content analysis
programmes which only present word frequencies and connections.

In our study, we chose Leximancer (edition 5.0), a text mining software, to determine the presence
and frequency of co-occurrence of words and concepts and provide a visual representation of the
most frequently used terms (Cheng & Edwards, 2019; Liu et al., 2018; Phi, 2020; Sotiriadou et al.,
2014; Tseng et al,, 2014; Yeh, 2021). Leximancer first identifies the frequencies of co-occurrence
words, then uses the bootstrapping process to develop a thesaurus. Leximancer denotes the the-
saurus as ‘concepts’. In the following stage, the thesaurus (or concepts) is used as classifiers to re-
classify the texts, and creates a concept index, a concept co-occurrence matrix, and clusters the
results into ‘themes’ (Smith & Humphreys, 2006). Leximancer includes thesaurus learning algorithm,
concept bootstrapping algorithm, term co-occurrence algorithm, nonlinear clustering algorithm,
stochastic algorithm, and classification algorithm (Smith & Humphreys, 2006). In terms of algorithms
used by Leximancer, the listed algorithms in the default setting were used for this study.

In Leximancer, a concept is described as a collection of related words expressed throughout the
text. Seed words are defined to be the starting point of a concept. The model then evolves through a
machine-learning process turning seed words into a complete thesaurus generating emerging con-
cepts that are word like or (proper) name-like (Leximancer, 2021). According to Leximancer User
Guide,

The concepts are clustered into higher-level ‘themes’ when the map is generated. Concepts that appear
together often in the same pieces of text attract one another strongly, and so tend to settle near one
another in the map space. The themes aid interpretation by grouping the clusters of concepts and are
shown as colored circles on the map.

Thus, a theme includes a cluster of related concepts, represents a higher-level of topic (or label), and
enhances the result interpretation. A hit represents the number of text blocks associated with these
words in the data.

The process of analysis involved two stages. Firstly, the raw data collected from hotels’ websites
and Facebook pages was cleaned to allow for uniform processing. The cleaning process involved
homogenizing formats (e.g. different capitalizations or inconsistent paragraphing). Names and job
titles were also removed under the condition that they were not embedded in relevant sections
of the text. The output was formatted in sentence case, with one paragraph corresponding to
one Facebook message or website section. Secondly, the cleaned data was analysed using Leximan-
cer software (edition 5.0). Default settings were used and each data set was run three times, with no
manipulation, Top 10 concepts manipulated, and all concepts manipulated. The data was also run
separately as Facebook only, website only, and Facebook and websites combined. Through the
Concept Seed Editor, merged concepts for Facebook and website posts included: Area & Areas,
Guest & Guests, Mask & Masks, Restaurant & Restaurants, and Room & Rooms.

Once semantic analysis was complete, in a second stage, the most common concepts and words were
analysed through their sentiment analysis via the Monkeylearn software. In a final stage, all of the com-
ments were manually coded to reflect the SCCT strategies employed during this period. Through this
3-step process, a holistic picture of hoteliers’ crisis communication and its subsequent effects emerges
and lends itself to interpretation and recommendations for future crisis communications.

Sentiment analysis

Like semantic analysis, sentiment analysis has grown in popularity in tourism and hospitality research
(Alaei et al., 2019; Flores-Ruiz et al., 2021; Hao et al., 2020; Obembe et al., 2021). For example,
Obembe et al. (2021) used sentiment analysis to investigate tourists’ perceptions of tweets and
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news articles, and Flores-Ruiz et al. (2021) studied tourists’ sentiment of messages posted on Twitter.
Several studies applied sentiment analysis to Big Data gathered from the Internet through blogs,
reviews, or news articles (Alaei et al., 2019; Hao et al., 2020). This method continues to grow due
to its many benefits, such as lower costs (i.e. greater affordability for small-scale properties),
reliability, and accessibility (i.e. free software such as RStudio, Knime, or Monkeylearn) (Flores-Ruiz
et al., 2021). Further, sentiment analysis can ‘bring order to the chaos of human language’
(‘Natural language processing’, 2022) by using technology that can be trained for this task with
none of the human prejudices nor biases.

Several groups of scholars have evaluated Monkeylearn. Monkeylearn has been evaluated by
Accuracy, a key quality indicator for sentiment analysis (Fu et al., 2019; Hao et al., 2020; Hao et al.,
2021). Further, researchers have cited the accuracy of Monkeylearn in separate studies as 63% (Con-
treras et al., 2021) or 57% respectively (Contreras et al., 2022). Furthermore, Monkeylearn (60%) out-
performed Haven on demand (35%) and Standford CoreNLP (40%) in sentiment accuracy (Wang
et al., 2017). Thus, the accuracy of using Monkeylearn has been confirmed in previous studies as a
reliable software for sentiment analysis.

Nonetheless, there are several drawbacks to using sentiment analysis automated software. First,
sentiment analysis is highly dependent on research domains and its classification accuracy for
specific areas of research such as tourism and hospitality. Second, most hospitality and tourism
studies focus on user-generated content, predominantly opinion-based (Hao et al., 2020). Sentiment
analysis used with other types of content may not be as reliable. Finally, Alaei et al. (2019) found
that most sentiment analysis methods perform better in classifying positive sentences than negative
or neutral sentences. This could suggest a bias to communicate positively despite the circumstances.
Regardless of these drawbacks, researchers have promoted sentiment analysis as an essential research
venue that could shape a new research paradigm for tourism (Alaei et al., 2019; Hao et al., 2020).

Sentiment analysis, also known as opinion mining, is one of the most popular natural language pro-
cessing (NLP) used to identify different sentiments and polarities in texts (‘Natural language proces-
sing’, 2022). In sum, sentiment analysis refers to the use of computational linguistics and NLP to
analyse text and identify its subjective information (Alaei et al., 2019). It allows machines to break
down and interpret human language and extract meaning from text and speech (‘Natural language
processing’, 2022). These machines are trained to make associations between specific input and its cor-
responding output (‘Natural language processing’, 2022). Sentiment analytics represents a polarity (i.e.
positive and negative) classification problem (Alaei et al., 2019; Flores-Ruiz et al.,, 2021; Hao et al., 2020;
Obembe et al., 2021). The sentiment polarity value ranges from —1 to +1, with zero representing
neutral sentiments. Anything less than 0 represents negative sentiments, and greater than 0 is positive
(Alaei et al.,, 2019; Flores-Ruiz et al., 2021; Hao et al., 2020; Obembe et al., 2021).

In terms of domains, the Monkeylearn software has specific classifiers for general sentiment analy-
sis which we decided to use because it classifies message sentiment into positive, negative, and
neutral. In our study, the data had already been retrieved, extracted, filtered, and cleaned in the
first stage of our study (the semantic analysis). Thus, we could upload our clean data onto the Mon-
keylearn platform directly to run the sentiment analysis. Monkeylearn adopts a supervised machine
learning approach, and uses support vector machine, naive Bayes classifier, and linear regression in
the programme. Like the semantic analysis through Leximancer, we also ran the sentiment analysis
in three ways: Facebook alone, websites alone, and Facebook and websites together. Upon receiving
the results, the research team recorded the sentiment classification, frequencies, and confidence
level.

SCCT strategies

Many tourism and hospitality studies on crisis communication have applied SCCT strategies to
company messages (Kwok et al.,, 2021; Liu-Lastres et al., 2020; Moller et al., 2018; Ou & Wong,
2021; Park et al,, 2019; Scheiwiller & Zizka, 2021; Zhang et al., 2022). While some studies focused
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on natural disasters, such as tropical cyclones in Fiji (Moller et al., 2018) or Hurricane Irma (Park et al.,
2019), these articles preceded the Covid-19 pandemic. The more recent studies have focused on
communication during health crises, mainly related to the Covid-19 pandemic, in hotels (Kwok
etal, 2021; Liu-Lastres et al., 2020; Zizka et al., 2021) and the airline industry (Ou & Wong, 2021; Schei-
willer & Zizka, 2021). Several studies highlighted the importance of social media without directly
applying SCCT strategies (Moller et al., 2018; Park et al., 2019). Of the articles that applied SCCT to
tourism during the Covid-19 pandemic, Liu-Lastres et al. (2020) found enhancing was the most com-
monly used strategy; Kwok et al. (2021) cited reminder, ingratiation, and victimage, and Scheiwiller
and Zizka (2021) reported instructing and adjusting crisis communication strategies.

For the SCCT analysis in the current study, the research team used the same cleaned data sets
from the previous two steps and independently coded all comments from the official websites
and official Facebook pages. Each sentence within each message was evaluated and classified
according to the SCCT strategies. This initial coding was done independently. To create a
common base of SCCT strategies for this study, an initial round of comments (20) was examined
together. Once all of the sentences were coded, the research team met again to discuss any differ-
ences in the results. This continued until a final agreement was reached. The number of SCCT strat-
egies was then counted to establish the frequency of each strategy.

Results
Qualitative content analysis-semantic analysis

Leximancer Concept Maps are mapped according to ‘heat’, which means that hot colours (orange,
red, and yellow) indicate the most prominent themes, while cold colours (green, blue, purple) rep-
resent less important ones (Leximancer, 2021). The size of the theme circle has no significant indi-
cation. The initial results for all comments from both the official websites and the Facebook
pages can be seen in Figure 1.

From the Leximancer results, the most significant of the 12 themes are ‘guests’, ‘protective
measures’, and ‘areas’ in which these protective measures occur (See Figure 1). The concepts are
ranked based on the frequencies of co-occurrence in the transcripts. Count represents the
number of times a concept appears in the data by 2-sentence blocks, and Relevance represents
the most frequent concept(s) (Smith & Humphreys, 2006; Sotiriadou et al., 2014). The map is pro-
duced in colours with concepts sharing a theme in the same colour as their cluster group circle
and cluster label (Leximancer, 2021; Sotiriadou et al., 2014).

A further analysis (See Figure 2) identified the nine most relevant concepts in both Facebook and
the official websites combined. The most prominent concepts were seen in ‘guests’ (179 hits), ‘hotel’
(96 hits), and ‘measures’ (93 hits), ‘Covid’ (76 hits), followed by ‘areas’ (75 hits), ‘employees’ (70 hits),
‘room’ (66 hits), ‘distance’ (61 hits), and ‘stay’ (48 hits). Of those relevant concepts, only three
appeared in warm colours (guests, Covid, and hotel), suggesting they were used more frequently
than other words, but not significant in these results. Only three words appeared on both outputs
between the themes and concepts, i.e. ‘guests’, ‘measures’, and ‘areas’. All other words from the
output appeared either as a theme or a concept, but not both. Nonetheless, ‘guests’ appeared
first on both lists and all subsequent data manipulations (Facebook alone or website alone).

Sentiment analysis

A sentiment analysis of all the messages from the official hotel websites and Facebook pages was
conducted using the Monkeylearn software. Table 2 summarizes the findings of the sentiment
analysis.

The results show an overwhelming positive sentiment analysis for comments posted both on
Facebook and the official hotel websites. Phrases such as ‘Our staff members give everything for
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Figure 2. Concepts from Facebook and website comments combined.

our guests’ or ‘Fed up with home office? We have quite a pleasant alternative for you’ emphasize the
positive sentiments hoteliers are trying to communicate to their guests. Examples of more positive,
negative, and neutral comments can be seen in Table 2. As the hospitality and tourism industries
have greatly suffered throughout the pandemic, it is not surprising that hoteliers would choose to
focus on the positive return to ‘normal’. Examples of positive, negative, and neutral comments
can be seen in Table 2.

SCCT strategies

The SCCT strategies used within the official Facebook and website messages were analysed. Table 3
shows the results.

It is interesting to note that the usage of the SCCT strategies varied greatly between the channels.
For example, the most often employed SCCT strategies for Facebook were renewal (70%), corrective
action (63%), and enhancing (50%). On the other hand, corrective action was used 100% of the time
on the official websites, followed by ingratiation (63%) and transferring (62%). The different SCCT
strategies used by two channels may indicate hoteliers had different intentions of these channels,
and consciously presented various content. Further research is needed to confirm if hoteliers have
different intentions and purposes for different channels.

In a victim crisis, companies should communicate a base response of instructing and adjusting
information (Coombs, 1995; 2007; 2017). The wide use of corrective action may indicate hoteliers’
application of providing instructing and adjusting information. Table 3 demonstrates that victimiza-
tion was the least used SCCT strategy on both Facebook and the official hotel websites (11% and 2%
respectively), followed by scapegoating (18% and 15% respectively). The finding contradicts an
earlier study using the same hotels where victimization was the most frequently employed by hote-
liers (Zizka et al., 2021). Furthermore, it may indicate that because COVID lasted longer than a typical
crisis, along with the changing government policies, hoteliers realized that they could not simply
settle as victims and must actively communicate positively and constructively.
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Table 2. Sentiment analysis of official hotel websites and Facebook pages.

% Excerpts of the comments

Facebook
Positive 86% e Full enjoyment with a lot of distance for our spacious guest rooms: we are looking forward to you!
o Fed up with your own four walls? How about a home office with us? We have created a package
especially for you.
o Great news! We are happy to announce that we can welcome you again on our restaurant’s terrace
starting Monday, April 19th at noon!

Neutral 11% e Reserve your table by sliding up or calling.
« Did you know that all our rooms get sealed after the automated professional disinfection process? 99.9%
room disinfection — for more information visit our website!

Negative 4% o After the summer with the many beautiful moments, the situation has changed a lot in the last weeks.
We very much support the measures taken by the authorities to restrict the development of the
Coronavirus. Unfortunately, however, development and restrictions since the beginning of the month are
also associated with a significant drop in sales ...
Website
Positive 73% e« With distance and masks. Carefree enjoyment under special circumstances, fine food and good drinks!
Please let us know if when you make your reservation if we can prepare a large table for you (with 1.50 m
distance to your counterpart) ...
o Guest information: We strictly follow the recommendations and regulations of the Federal Council and
the WHO to contain the virus. Therefore, our entire team will be doing everything possible to protect
your health and to make your stay as indulging as possible ... .
o DEAR GUESTS, The health of our guest and employees is our top priority. We have defined various
measures in a comprehensive protection concept. ...

Neutral 9% e Always there for you — for questions, you are welcome to contact us at any time with your questions on
this topic.
o We are open - Click here for more information on our Covid-19 measures.

Negative ~ 17% e Event guests. We hereby would like to inform event organizers and attendees of covid certified events
that ... a Covid certificate must be presented upon entry to our banquet facilities ... no access to the
event can be granted without a valid certificate ...

o We can welcome and host hotel guests subject to a number of measures. We are currently unable to give
access to non-residents. We will keep you up to date about any changes to these rules. If you have any
questions, please do not hesitate to give us a call.

To illustrate an example of scapegoating, one hotel posted on Facebook: Due to the current pro-
tective measure, masks are compulsory. An example of transferring from an official hotel website read:
‘We strictly follow the recommendations and regulations of the Federal Council and the WHO to
contain the virus'. For corrective actions, the Facebook posts and official websites ranged from
one sentence: ‘Monday 31.5.2021 re-opening of restaurants’ (Facebook) and ‘Our safety and
hygiene measures for the spa can be found here’ (website) to over 185 sentences detailing all of
the corrective actions the hotel was taking. The latter was found on the official website where hote-
liers had the liberty to write as much as they wanted to clarify exactly what they were doing. At times,
this read like justification, i.e. excusing themselves for the ‘different’ experience their clients would

Table 3. SCCT strategies for official website and Facebook messages.

Strategy Facebook Website
Corrective action 63% 100%
Ingratiation 39% 63%
Renewal 70% 25%
Transferring 29% 62%
Enhancing 50% 12%
Scapegoating 18% 15%

Victimization 1% 2%
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have. However, the length offered them the opportunity to remind customers of all of the services
they have at the hotel, which may have led to further reservations for these supplementary outlets.

The Facebook posts predominantly focused on the renewal strategy with phrases such as ‘A cool
Corona 8 table! We are happy’ or ‘In a good mood and friendly masked, we continue to welcome you
in our spacious and airy premises with guaranteed enough distance’. These examples serve as both a
reminder of what the property has to offer as well as the optimistic rhetoric to the post-crisis phase
(i.e. renewal).

On hotel websites, hoteliers used corrective action in all messages (100%) and ingratiation and
transferring more than double of any other strategy. Many messages focused on the Swiss govern-
ment or the WHO as third parties who have ‘obliged’ them to implement specific measures. These
messages often combined numerous strategies into the same message: ‘We strictly comply with the
advice and instructions of the Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH) and keep our staff and guests
constantly informed of the latest developments. For the safety of our guests and employees, we have
adjusted our services and implemented a wide range of safety and hygiene measures’. In this
example, the hotelier has employed transferring (i.e. FOPH), scapegoating (‘we strictly comply’, i.e.
we have no choice), ingratiation (i.e. ‘for the safety of our guests and employees’), and corrective
actions (i.e. ‘we have adjusted our services’).

Discussion
Common themes from semantic analysis

Overlapping themes such as ‘protective’ and ‘measures’ in relation to ‘employees’, ‘hygiene’, and
‘ensuring’ were identified in the Leximancer map (See Figure 1). Hoteliers focused predominantly
on the concrete actions they could take to keep the guests safe. Although ‘employees’ appeared
in the orange bubble overlapping with protective and measures, they were not a significant
theme on their own in the findings. By contrary, guests were in the warmest bubble along with
stay, number, place, kindly, arrival, and Covid. These results suggest practical information (i.e.
instructing information) that is part of a crisis communication base response. The protective measures
detailed the corrective actions hoteliers had put into place. Corrective actions are a part of the greater
SCCT strategies that can be utilized in times of crisis.

Of the 12 bubbles created from the comments, eight were in cold colours, thus suggesting that
they were not significant themes. One of the coldest bubbles represented an emotion, i.e. happy.
Hence, the hoteliers had an overwhelmingly positive sentiment in their messages but did not use
the word ‘happy’ to display their emotions. Rather, they incorporated words such as ‘friendly’,
‘good mood’, ‘amazing’, ‘enjoy’, ‘dear guests’, ‘delighted’, and ‘look forward'. Further, in all posts
combined, 51 exclamation points were used to show an intense feeling of joy or perhaps relief
(38 in Facebook posts to 13 in website messages). For Facebook, exclamation points followed
phrases such as ‘Spot the smile! or ‘We look forward to welcoming you back!. For the websites,
phrases such as ‘All rooms are professionally disinfected and then sealed!’ or ‘Due to the Covid-19
situation, bookings can be cancelled free of charge up to and including the day of arrivall’. From
a grammatical viewpoint, these phrases would not have usually been punctuated with an exclama-
tion mark, but, in these troubling times, hoteliers may have felt that the additional emotion was
merited. Thus, hoteliers used exclamation points in the website messages to emphasize further
the extraordinary measures they were taking at this time.

Sentiment analysis and SCCT strategies

The results of sentiment analysis show how the messages posted by Swiss hoteliers were categorized
based on the written text (positive, negative, or neutral). For both Facebook and the websites, the
vast majority of the sentiment was positive. Hoteliers attempted to foster a positive feeling in an
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extended and uncertain crisis. Nonetheless, while we can establish a penchant for positive messages,
we do not know how the customers reacted to the messages as that is beyond the scope of the
project.

The results show that hoteliers adopted different SCCT strategies on their Facebook posts versus
their official websites. While the Facebook posts predominantly focused on the positive return to
normal and reminded the customers of what they had missed, not all Swiss hoteliers consistently
posted their corrective actions. According to the literature on social media during a crisis, many cus-
tomers seek information from a company’s social media sites. Thus, the omission of the corrective
actions in a channel that many guests will use was seemingly an ineffective strategic choice.

Of the 14 SCCT strategies from Table 1 that Swiss hoteliers could have employed, the findings
show that only seven strategies were actually employed. The missing strategies are attack, denial,
excuse, justification, full apologies, mortification, and ignoring. It is crucial to point out that the
23 hotels that posted no Covid-19-related message may have employed the denial or ignoring strat-
egies or may have been closed at the moment of this study. Nonetheless, according to Coombs
(2007), these hoteliers should have addressed the pandemic somehow. A message is better than
no message at all.

On the websites, however, all hoteliers provided the corrective actions but often shaped them in a
way to ingratiate themselves to the guests. Unlike earlier studies on the same Swiss hotel sample, this
study showed less reliance on victimization and much more on a positive spirit moving forward. This
could be linked to the numerous waves, the openings and closings, or the ever-changing sanitary
restrictions. Hoteliers may have felt helpless earlier in the pandemic; with time, they may have
become more resilient and shifted towards a positive future where their guests can enjoy their facili-
ties again. The Swiss hoteliers in this study effectively implemented the transferring strategy as a way
to justify their choices and explain the measures they were obliged to take for the safety of all.

Theoretical and managerial implications

In this study, we have analysed the Covid-19 messages deriving from Swiss 4- and 5-star hotels over a
year. As seen in the literature, conducting content analysis through Leximancer, performing senti-
ment analysis to social media posts and website content, or applying SCCT to crisis communication
messages have been used extensively in tourism research. Previous researchers have identified that
tourism sentiment analysis studies focused on user-generated contents (Hao et al., 2021), which rep-
resents the perceived image by the consumer of the property or location. In our study, we have ana-
lysed the projected image communicated by the hoteliers to the consumers. We have found no
previous study that has focused on the projected image or combines the three methods to indepen-
dent hotel’s official website and Facebook messages. Although topic modelling and sentiment analy-
sis have been used in many studies, the addition of the SCCT strategies contributes to the originality
of the project. Further, while many studies have used SCCT to examine responses in crises, we have
found no study that combined SCCT with topic modelling and sentiment analysis. Hence our first
academic contribution is applying semantic analysis, sentiment analysis, and SCCT analysis, a trian-
gulate approach to examine SCCT crises communication research. Our second academic contri-
bution is to focus on the projected image of crisis communication created by hoteliers, rather
than perceived image of customers.

In the present study, we began by collecting, cleaning, and coding all of the messages related to
the Covid-19 pandemic mined from the hotels’ official Facebook pages and websites. We examined
the frequency of themes and concepts of the words used by the hoteliers in these messages to
establish patterns (See Figures 1 and 2). In a second step, we looked at the sentiment analysis of
the communicated messages. Here, we ascertained that the messages were predominantly positive
(See Table 2). Finally, we linked the comments to the SCCT strategies that were implemented to draw
conclusions on the effectiveness of the crisis messages. This study was an initial step in creating a
strategic crisis communication model for the tourism and hospitality industries. Nonetheless, we
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believe that our 3-method, holistic view of hotel messages over an extended period of the pandemic
offers an original perspective on communicating during a crisis and contributes to the existing lit-
erature. Further, hoteliers could use these results to benchmark their own communication perform-
ance and identify opportunities to improve.

Based on the analysis of this study’s findings, numerous lessons can be learned. First of all, hos-
pitality and tourism professionals need to be more proactive when communicating during a crisis
(Kwok et al., 2021; Moller et al., 2018; Park et al., 2019). They need to meet their customers where
they are; in this case, it is on social media (Schroeder et al.,, 2013; Zhang et al., 2022; Zizka et al.,
2021). While our study confirms that the hotels did post base response messages (i.e. corrective
actions), they were reporting what had been established by the Swiss authorities, i.e. they reported
in a reactive manner. Further, our findings demonstrate that website messages were more rational in
their approach while social media messages were more emotional. This follows the intended
purpose of each channel; websites are informative and accurate, while social media emphasize
the human and ‘social’ side of communication.

Secondly, this ‘fear’ of damaging their reputation by speaking about a crisis is erroneous. As
seen in the literature, effective and timely communication is better than no communication at
all (Barbe & Pennington-Gray, 2018). The hospitality and tourism sectors need to hone their
social media skills when communicating during a crisis (Kwok et al., 2021; Park et al., 2019;
Zhang et al., 2022). Although the initial panic of the Covid-19 pandemic has subsided, new
waves continue to emerge. The difference, however, is our ability to manage these waves. Realis-
tically, Covid has become another ‘common cold’ that we will face each flu season. However, if it
were to become an epidemic or pandemic, hoteliers would need to be prepared. Communication
during crisis time needs to be timely, and consider audience, sources, and channels (Xie et al.,
2021). There is a clear need for a strategic communication plan to guide them when communicat-
ing with their stakeholders.

During the crisis situation, the firm’s priority is to protect guests rather than reputational concerns
(Coombs & Holladay, 2002). The positive sentiment, the extensive use of exclamation points, the
wide adoption of ingratiation and enhancing all remind us the humanness in times of crisis (Camil-
leri, 2020; Zizka et al., 2021). After the COVID-19 pandemic, the ubiquitous automation, robots, and Al
make humanness and humanity even more precious. Applying SCCT protect organization’s repu-
tation during a crisis will work even more effectively with compassion and humanity.

Limitations and further research

This study was limited to Swiss 4- and 5-star hotels. Future studies could expand this research to
other hotel categories and hotels in other countries. Another limitation was the use of hotels
only. A further study could expand the research to the greater hospitality and tourism sectors. A
third limitation was the use of the official Facebook pages and websites only. Many hotels also
hold other social media accounts, and these could be examined in a future study. Finally, by analys-
ing the comments from the hotels alone, only one-way communication was investigated. Additional
studies could examine the two-way communication process between hoteliers and clients, hoteliers
and employees, or hoteliers and supplies.
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