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Abstract

Nowadays people use social media in order to create, share or exchange information, pictures or videos in virtual
communities and networks. Furthermore, followers can ‘like’, ‘share’ and ‘comment’ on other people’s content
or posts. Obviously, social media sites have an influence on the decision-making process, especially in the
tourism sector, which has economic benefits for the country; people utilize social media channels in tourism
promotional activities in order to encourage and promote domestic tourism. Hence, this Study aims to investigate
how to use social media technology in order to encourage and improve domestic tourism in Oman. Data were
collected using a self-administrated questionnaire from individuals who are currently using social media sites
and have an interest in domestic tourism in Oman. There are three main findings: 1) there are a large number of
people who use social media technology to obtain information about different attractive places they wish to visit
in Oman, 2) the majority of the respondents claim that negative experiences posted on social media about a
particular destination influence their travel decisions, and 3) many of the respondents indicate that the Ministry
of Tourism in Oman should utilize more social media tools such as Instagram, Twitter, etc. in order to encourage
domestic tourism. This research has implications not only to the Ministry of Tourism to promote domestic
tourism in Oman, but also to Omani people and tourists from other countries who visit or like to visit Oman.
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1. Introduction

Nowadays millions of people around the world rely on social media for working, socializing, learning and
entertainment (Al-Badi et al., 2013; Alenezi et al., 2015). Moreover, social media is a major marketing tool for
products and services due to its effectiveness and low cost (Al-Wahaibi et al., 2015; Nusair et al., 2012).
Therefore, several countries across the world are using social media to manage and promote their tourist
destinations and services (Al-Zedjali et al., 2014). Thus, in this sector, the tourist or visitor will be highly
interested and involved in the decision-making process, which will result in much searching for information
from a variety of different sources (Treer, 2010; Alalwan et al., 2016). Therefore, social media can provide richer
information about tourism in order to help tourists in making an informed decision.

In Oman, “the growth of the tourism sector can be verified by the increase in the number of new airports,
world-class hotels, resorts and infrastructural projects in aviation, roads, rail and the maritime sectors” (ITHS,
2014). Therefore, the Ministry of Tourism in Oman is trying to encourage tourism by using e-marketing, which
is using the Ministry’s portal as well as online travel agents and campaigns hosted by their trade partners
(Ministry of Tourism, 2013a). In addition, people in Oman are contributing to its promotion inside Oman by, for
example, posting videos and photos about their towns or places they have visited in Oman using Facebook or
Instagram. It is worth mentioning that the number of active users of social media tools in the Sultanate of Oman
has grown from 14,000 in 2012 to 38,000 in 2013 (Al-Badi et al., 2013). Thus, it is important to study how social
media can help the tourism sector in Oman, this being the purpose of our research.

The aims of this research work are: 1) to explore the extent to which social media technology is used to
encourage domestic tourism in Oman; 2) to investigate how social media can be used to encourage domestic
tourism in Oman (i.e. which mechanisms to use); and 3) to put forward a set of recommendations on the best
way to use social media for the encouragement of domestic tourism in Oman, while avoiding any negative
impacts that could be incurred in using it.
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The paper is structured as follows: After the introduction, the second section provides a literature review on
social media technology in general, as well as the importance of domestic tourism, and then the impact that
social media has on the tourism sector. The third section describes the research methodology and design which is
used in our research. The fourth section provides research findings and discussion. Finally, a conclusion section
is provided, including a summary of the study and suggestions for further research.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Social Media Definition

Social media tools are changing the way people communicate (Obeidat et al., 2016). Social media sites support
the concept of creating personal relationships as well as business contacts in order to break boundaries and allow
the messages to dissipate rapidly around the globe. Most social media services encourage discussion, feedback,
voting, comments, and the sharing of information by all interested parties. Twitter, Facebook, Wiki, Instagram,
LinkedIn, Blogs and YouTube are examples of what is termed “social media”. Advances in mobile technology
have made social media more accessible, allowing to become a part of people’s daily lives and routines
(Mangold and Faulds, 2009; Al-Ghafri & Al-Badi, 2016; Alenezi et al., 2017).

However, social media is a very broad term and no universal definition among the scholars and researchers exist
(Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Sharma et al., 2017, Yadav et al., 2017). A common accepted definition seems to be
difficult particularly due to the existence of other concepts that came along with social media such as Web 2.0 or
User Generated Content (UGC). Being closely related but not exactly the same, a distinction between all these
new concepts and terms often seems to be difficult, to the extent of being used interchangeably (Morgado, 2011;
Al-Badi & Al-Qayoudhi, 2014, Nusair et al, 2013). However, Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) argue that
understanding the concepts of Web 2.0 and UGC is the key to understand social media. These authors consider
social media as a set on Internet-based applications that utilize Web 2.0 as its ideological and technological
platform for evolution and that which enable users to create and exchange User-Generated Content. Furthermore,
Jones (2009) defines it as “a category of online media where people are talking, participating, sharing,
networking, and bookmarking online” (Jones, 2009). Similarly, Ranjha (2010) said that “Users of social media
are connecting to each other regardless of national boundaries, culture or religion within fields and across
industries” (Ranjha, 2010).

In a general sense, social media is now the normal way for the new generation of consumers to search and share
information while review and experience with others (Tussyadiah and Zach, 2013). According to Lange-Faria
and Elliot (2012), social media refers to Internet applications that allow their users to create, share and consume
User-Generated Content. In addition, it gives people the ability to communicate and share their interests and
personal information with others from all around the world (Al-Harrasi & Al-Badi, 2014; Al-Mukhaini et al.,
2014).

2.2 Social Media Classification

Since the advent of social media, many researchers have tried to identify and classify its different types (Fotis et
al., 2011; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Fischer and Reuber, 2011; Constantinides, 2009; Al-Badi, 2014),
indicating an academic disagreement over social media taxonomy. Among these attempts, Kaplan and Haenlein
(2010) typology has received special recognition among the researchers in the field of social media. The
systematic classification of their research is based on a set of their research is based on a set of social media
related theoretical frameworks including media research (social presence and media-richness) and social
processes (self-presentation and self-disclosure). The authors argue that these theories build the foundation of
social media. By combining the dimensions of social media and social processes, Kaplan and Haenlein (2010)
propose a 3x2 scheme that classifies social media according to their level of self-presentation/self-disclosure
(low and high) and their level of social presence/media richness (low, medium, high). Thus, the categories
include six types of social media including blogs, social networking sites (such as Facebook), virtual social
world (such as second Life), collaborative projects (such as Wikipedia), content communities (such as YouTube)
and virtual game networks (such as World of Warcraft). Still, this systematic taxonomy neglects some types of
social media such as microbloggings (such as Twitter).

2.3 The Importance of the Tourism Sector for Countries

The tourism in general is an activity that is essential to the life of nations because of its direct effects on the
social, cultural, educational and economic sectors of national societies and their international relations
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2006; Abbasi et al., 2015). People may travel for their annual vacation or for many other
reasons such as: adventure, healthcare treatment, fun, culture, and to enjoy new experiences (Barreda et al., 2013,
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Nusair, 2008). Economically, the tourism sector is of growing importance to many countries. "Tourism is
experiencing continued growth and deepening and ,diversification is one of the fastest growing economic
sectors in the world. losely linked to development and encompasses a Modern tourism is ¢
growing number of new destinations. These dynamics have turned tourism into a key driver for
socio- "economic progress(UNWTO, 2014). There are many other benefits of tourism: it create income for
the country and generates new jobs. For this reason, many countries, among which is Oman, are trying to
develop and motivate the tourism sector.

2.4 The Tourism Sector in Oman

According to (NCSI, 2014) Oman ranked the fifth best tourist destination among Arab countries in 2014. In 2014
the total tourism production in Oman totaled R.O 1.22 billion, of which R.O 205.9 million, or 20.5% was from
inbound tourism, with the remaining R.O 971.1 million or 79.5% derived from domestic tourism. Inbound
tourism has doubled in just under a decade in the period between 2005 and 2014; however, in the same period
domestic tourism has more than tripled. The total value added to GDP from tourism in 2014 was R.O 724.5
million, or 2.2%, however, the country has an ambitious plan to reach a target number of 7 million tourists in
2040, which expected to constitute 6% of the GDP (NCSI, 2014).

2.5 The Definition of ‘Domestic Tourism and Its Benefits for Oman

During the past decade, tourism researchers have begun to discover the phenomenon of domestic tourism
(Skanavis and Sakellari, 2011). Domestic tourism, or inbound tourism, is a type of tourism involving residents of
one state travelling only within that state. In fact, domestic tourism is the first form of tourism experienced in all
countries. "Domestic tourism presents a spectacular growth, especially in developing countries, but there are
relatively few studies that analyse the demand for it" (Skanavis & Sakellari, 2011). Like other countries, the
Ministry of Tourism in Oman is trying to encourage domestic tourism in order to increase the revenue it brings,
and thus the annual budget, helping to enhance the standard of living for local citizens and to offer opportunities
for the improvement of rural regions and towns in Oman. In addition to the benefits previously mentioned,
domestic tourism brings cultural and social benefits for the local citizens through the exchange of ideas and
customs. For example, people from the north of Oman visit Salalah, in the south, to learn more about their
customs. The interchange also brings more awareness of the achievements of national companies and institutions
and provides opportunities for the developing towns through the use of domestic resources that are naturally
suited to the local market as opposed to the international markets. Currently, 79.5% of total tourism expenditure
comes from domestic tourism at R.O 971.1 million, compared to R.O. 250.9 million, or 20.5% from inbound
tourism expenditure. The entire sector generated a value of R.O. 1.22 billion in 2014, which was and 8%
increase over R.O 1.1 billion in 2013 and a 8.1% rise over R.O 1.05 billion in 2012 (NCSI, 2014). In terms of
domestic tourism expenditure by services, it is noticed that the shopping accounted for 29.5% of the total,
followed by air transport services (12.1%), accommodation services (11.6%) and road transport services (10.8%)
(NCslI, 2014).

2.6 Social Media in the Tourism Sector

It is clear from the literature that the study of social media in tourism context is a growing area of interest among
researchers, due to the tremendous influence of such technology on travel industry (Fotis et al., 2011). In this
fields of research, most of the literature focus on main two major topics: The use of social media in the tourism
industry and the influence or impact of such technology on such sector. These two perspectives are:

2.6.1 Use of Social Media in the Tourism Sector

Nowadays, social media tools are used in different ways by both, the tourists and the tourism agencies and
organizations.

1) Usage of social media by the tourists (demand side): Amaro et al. (2016) has stated that typically, travelers’
use of social media is divided in three phases, before, during and after the trip. The types of usage are:

* Pre-trip: Social media plays an important role before travelling, by providing ideas, reducing risk and making
it easier to imagine what places will be like. Cox et al. (2009) have found that social media are predominantly
used before travelling. During this phase, travelers search for ideas on where to go, information on
accommodations options, excursions and other leisure activities. During this phase, it has been shown that a
higher percentage of travelers turn to user generated content (UGC), when visiting a destination for the first time,
as well as visiting an international destination (Simms, 2012). Before the trip, travelers are essentially consuming
social media (they are reading and viewing UGC) but are not actively participating by creating content. (Manap
& Adzharudin, 2013) has presented UGC as the opposite to traditional forms of media and marketing since
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content is generated by the consumer rather than the marketer.

* During the trip: During the trip, travelers’ use of social media for travel purposes has been found much lower
than before the trip (Cox et al., 2009). During this phase, travelers not only consume social media to find holiday
related information, but also begin to share their travel experiences, by producing comment and review on UGC,
however producing social media content is much lower than consuming (Fotis et al., 2011).

* Post-trip: After the trip, travelers use social media to post information regarding their trip thought, comments,
reviews, photos or pictures. It is during this phase that social media and UGC producing takes place (Fotis et al.,
2011).

2) Usage of social media by the tourism agencies (supply side): The existing literature has primarily been
dedicated to two main patterns of social media utilization in the tourism industry: social media as an instrument
for destination or tourism promotion (Hays et al., 2013; Munar, 2012; Stankov et al., 2010) and social media’s
role in travellers’ decision making via data analytics out of the crowd sourced data collected by the users
(Parra-L ez et al., 2011; Chung and Koo, 2015). These two main patterns are:

* As a marketing and promotion tools: The dynamics of marketing and promotions are changing, moving from
passive advertisements on television to the new horizons of online social media (Ranjha, 2010). Given the
prevalence of social media use among tourists, social media become indispensable platforms for tourism
marketers (Huang, 2012; Dioko et al., 2011; Almajali et al., 2016). Within tourism marketing, several studies
have looked at the use of social media as communication tools for promoting products or services, creating
interactive conversations and building customers relationships. This is called Social Media Marketing or
S-Marketing (Ranjha, 2010; Orozco et al., 2015). Social media marketing programs usually center on efforts to
create content that attracts attention and encourages readers to share it with their social networks (Hassouna et al.,
2015). A promotional message spreads from user to user and presumably resonates because it appears to come
from a trusted third-party source, as opposed to the brand of company itself. Hence, this form of marketing is
driven by word-of-mouth, meaning it results in earned media rather than paid media. Research has shown that
using social media as marketing tool by tourism organizations is still in the introductory phase (Ranjha, 2010;
Al-Harrasi, & Al-Badi, 2013).

* As a tourism management tool: Several researchers have focused on how social media can be used as a
tourism management tool by collecting and analyzing user generated content (UGC). For example (Floris and
Campagna, 2014; Hamoud et al., 2016) has shown that the use of social media can also offer new opportunities
for decision-support in tourism planning. With analyzing the data from social media sources, the tourism
agencies can improve understanding of the motivations of tourists and tailoring tourism service supply, decision
making can be facilitated by emphasizing the strengths of tourist destinations for past and potentials visitors.

2.6.2 The Influence or the Impact of Social Media in the Tourism Sector

How social media is important for the tourism sector continues to be an important question. From this
perspective, literature review focuses on the impact of social media on travelers’ travel planning process and
decisions. Several research papers have shown how social media influence positively the tourism sector, but in
(Minazzi, 2015), the author represents a valuable scientific work where an in-depth study of the impacts social
media exert on tourism demand and supply sides.

Social media is one source of information that influences people's decision about the journey they plan to make.
Online social travel networking is also changing the way tourists plan their trips (Magableh et al., 2015).
Miguéns et al. (2008) stated that these websites and applications allow users to interact and provide reviews on
hotels or on local tourist attractions (Miguéns et al., 2008). People use social media to collect information about
the best trips and the most attractive places to visit in their travel destination. For example, a family that is
preparing to visit Nizwa city in Oman can search for information about it on social media sites and ask
communicate with people from Nizwa to guide them, also tourist may use people rating, comments and opinions
of other tourists on social media about different services and destinations in and around Nizwa. Usually people
trust in others' comments and responses but, despite the great benefits and importance of social media sites, they
have their challenges as well, and reliability and credibility are arguably among the greatest of these at this time.
Moreover, potential tourists prefer to collect information from several different social media sites according to
their needs. This information includes: weather, prices, hotel information, transportation, restaurants and so on.

Being aware of the key importance of the role of modern information and communication technologies and in
particular social media, in order to facilitate access to information and services, and to promote interaction
between concerned parties, and to promote tourism in Oman, the Ministry of Tourism in Oman has launched its
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Electronic Tourism Portal in 2010 (Ministry of Tourism, 2013b).
3. Research Methodology

In this exploratory research a questionnaire was used to investigate how social media could be used to encourage
domestic tourism in Oman. In a questionnaire large amounts of data can be collected from a large number of
people in a short period of time and in a relatively cost-effective way. The analysis, outcomes, general
conclusions, recommended policy and identified areas for future research all depend on how well the
questionnaire is constructed. Therefore, focusing on its construction is considered the most important part of the
research. The questionnaire was divided into four parts:

1) The collection of general information such as, age, gender, educational level... etc.

2) An investigation of the extent to which social media is used to encourage tourism locally in Oman, and the
possible negative effects of using social media for the purpose of encouraging tourism.

3) An investigation into how social media can be used to encourage domestic tourism in Oman.
4) Additional comments and feedback.

The questionnaire was distributed amongst individuals from high schools and universities who are using social
media websites and have an interest in travelling locally in Oman. It was distributed in two ways: Firstly, by
publishing a link to the online questionnaire on Twitter, requesting replies from those interested in travelling
locally in Oman, and secondly, the questionnaire was printed and distributed between individuals who were
using the social media sites and had an interest in travelling locally in Oman. The questionnaire was distributed
from 15th to 25th April, 2015. The number of respondents during this time was 176 individuals.

4. Findings and Discussion

After collecting the data through the questionnaire, it was analyzed to find out the extent to which social media is
used by people wishing to travel locally in Oman and, indeed, which social media might be used to encourage
domestic tourism in Oman (what mechanisms to use).

4.1 Description of the Sample

The sample of respondent has been selected randomly from several universities and schools in Oman. As
indicated in the Table 1, most of the respondents are female and are between 21-25 years old. In terms of
profession and education level, the majority of respondents are students with Bachelor degree.

Table 1. Respondents demographic data (Bio Data)

Gender % Education Level %
Male 28 PhD 0.5
Female 72 Masters 7
Age Bachelor 63.6
15- 20 10.7 Diploma 22.7
21- 25 715 High School 6.5
26- 30 7.9 Profession
31-35 45 Student 80.1
36- 40 3.4 Employed 14.7
40 < 1.7 Self-employed 0
Job Seeker 5.2

4.2 Travel History and Experience

The travel history and experience of the respondents is summarized in Table 2. As indicated in that table, the
majority of the respondents have experience in travelling internationally, most of them with families for vacation.
Mostly, the respondents travel one or twice a year and these travel trips are planned mostly by themselves.
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Table 2. Respondents Travel Data (travelling information)

Have travelled internationally: % Travel Purpose: %
Yes 67.6 Family vacation 715
No 324 Adventures 19.8
Frequency of holiday travel Business 34
inside Oman:

Once a year 34.6 Planning trip:

Once in 6 months 34 Themselves 84.6
Once in 3 month 15.9 Via a travel agent 15.4
Every month 9

Every week 6.1

4.3 Usage of Social Media for Planning Domestic Tourism in Oman

The second part of the survey contains questions about the usage of social media sites and applications for
planning domestic travel in Oman, in order to gauge the extent to which social media is used for planning travel
locally. It was found that 48% of the respondents used social media sites to collect information, 62% were using
it for the purpose of entertainment, 54% used it for work or study, and 37% used it for the purpose of socializing.
Moreover, it has been shown that there are a big number of people who use social media sites to get information
and photos about places they intent to visit locally in Oman; this proves that most people in Oman are using
social media for the purpose of domestic tourism, and they have the willingness to encourage domestic tourism
in Oman.

In addition, more than the half of the respondents said that they sometimes uploaded photos and shared them
with others through social media upon returning from a trip, whereas 28% did this every time, while 16% of
them never used social media to upload photos. Most people preferred to use WhatsApp and Instagram to share
photos with others. Uploading and sharing photos of places in Oman through social media has the potential of
becoming the most powerful way to encourage domestic tourism in Oman. However, in answer to the question
“Do the negative or bad experiences about a travel destination that are posted on social media sites influence
your travel decisions?” 54.5% said they could well be influenced in their travel decisions by these negative
postings, 15.9% said that they were definitely influenced, whereas 13% said they were not, and 15.9% said they
did not know. Thus it would appear that most people are interested in information and photos posted on social
media sites, and are also influenced in their travel decisions by negative or bad experiences about a travel
destination that are posted on social media sites. It is obvious from the results that word of mouth has a critical
role to play in decision-making in tourism.

When asked about sources of information they use to plan their domestic holiday, the majority of respondents
(67%) replied that their source is friends' suggestions. 40.3% said they already knew the places, 20% said that
they sourced information through social media, and 18% said that their source is promotion through the internet.

When asked about the role of the Ministry of Tourism in promoting domestic tourism in Oman through social
media sites, the majority of respondents (47%) replied that they did not know about the tourism promotion on
social media. 20.4% agree that the Ministry of Tourism website and its accounts on other social media sites are
promoting domestic tourism in Oman, 10.2% strongly agree, 3.9% strongly disagree with that, and 18.8%
disagree. Actually, the main Ministry of Tourism website contains extensive information about domestic
destinations in Oman, about hotels, shops, caves, weather, maps and locations along with photos. The results of
the questionnaire, however, reveal that most people do not know about the Ministry of Tourism website.

When asked about their reasons for using social media to collect and search for information, 71% of respondents
replied that it was because it is easy to get information through social media sites, 34% mentioned receiving
insights from the comments made by people with similar interests, 2.8% said it was because of the higher level
of trust they had in the opinions and observations found on social media, and only 5% considered it to be a
reliable source. It is obvious from the results that few people trust the information they obtained from social
media sites. However, have they been satisfied with the information gathered through social media? Did it help
them in making their decision? 72% said that they were satisfied with the information gathered through social
media and that it helped them to make decisions, and 12.5% said they are not satisfied with the information
gathered through social media.
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4.4 How Social Media Could Be Used to Encourage Domestic Tourism in Oman

The third part of the survey contains questions about how the social media could be used to encourage domestic
tourism in Oman. Surely, the Ministry of Tourism should be playing a critical role in the promotion of domestic
tourism. Therefore, there is a question asked about the types of social media that the Ministry of Tourism should
be using to encourage domestic tourism. 66% of respondents choose Twitter, 39% chose Facebook, 77.8% chose
Instagram, 53% chose YouTube, 19% choose LinkedIn and other types of social medial such as, WhatsApp, and
Snap Chat. Most respondents preferred Twitter and Instagram, thus indicating that the Ministry of Tourism
should utilize these mediums to encourage domestic tourism.

90% of the respondents declared it to be very important for travel/tourism companies/agents in Oman to promote
domestic tourism through social media, while only 10% said that there was no need for this.

Finally, at the end of the questionnaire there is a space for any comments regarding using social media to
encourage domestic tourism in Oman. The following are some of the comments made by respondents:

Local people in Oman should utilize social media in domestic tourism promotion.

* The Ministry of Tourism should find out who the main influencers are in social media in the Gulf currently,
follow them and see what they can do to promote domestic tourism in Oman. For example, invite them to visit
Oman and take them on a trip, then they will take some photos and videos and post them on their snap chat
account and Instagram.

* There should be official accounts on social media sites to promote domestic tourism in our country; these
accounts should be managed by the Ministry of Tourism.

* Create new applications on mobile phones that will guide the tourists.

In summary, we can conclude from our study that most of the respondents rely to social media technology to
plan their domestic destination trips.

5. Conclusion

The purpose of this research work was to gauge the extent to which the technology of social media is used to
encourage domestic tourism in Oman. One of the more significant findings is that more than half of respondents
are using social media to obtain information about places they intend to visit in Oman. When asked about
sources of information they used to plan their domestic holiday, the majority of respondents replied that their
main source is friends' suggestions; while others stated that they either already knew the places or looked on
social media. Friends' suggestions may be accessed through social media sites.

In addition, this study aims to investigate how social media can be used to encourage domestic tourism in Oman
(i.e. which mechanisms to use); it is obvious from the findings that the Ministry of Tourism in Oman should
utilize Instagram and Twitter or any other social media technology to encourage domestic tourism.

However, the findings of the study have highlighted a number of barriers and limitations in using social media in
general for people in Oman, such as privacy concerns and cultural factors. It is clear that the culture has a
significant impact on how much social media is used. After all, social media is considered as a cultural-change
factor. Therefore, doing more research in this field will enrich the whole study. To be fair, data from only a few
people is not projectable. That is, the sample size is too small to be valid across the general population. Further
research is still needed to better understand how to promote the active participation of social media in tourism in
general
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