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Chapter 2

How corporate communication adapted to an emerging 

social media landscape: The rise of interactivity and 

emoticon use in the tourism industry 2011-2016

Abstract

This chapter investigates the developments in company social media use over time, 
based on actual social media data from the tourism industry. We focus on how online 
interactivity of companies on their social media channels has evolved, as indicated by 
the proportion of reactions in the total message volume. Additionally, the development 
in the use of emoticons and emoji by companies is examined, as an expression of 
humanization and informalization of online company communication. We selected 
33 companies from the tourism industry in The Netherlands, and investigated their 
Facebook and Twitter messages supplemented with the messages of consumers who 
interacted with these companies, for the period 2011-2016. Results show that both 
the proportion of reactions in the total message volume and the use of emoticons 
and emoji in online company communication increased significantly over the period 
covered in this study, demonstrating higher interactivity and humanization of company 
communication. Since this are key factors for improving relational outcomes, these 
findings have scholarly as well as managerial relevance. We discuss the implications of 
the results for the presence of organizations in social media.

Keywords: online interactivity, company social media use, conversational human 
voice, social media communication, textual paralanguage, emoticons, emoji
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Introduction
 

Through social media, the world wide web has developed into a social environment, 
where people can interact, share ideas and generate content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 
Consumers can easily connect with other consumers but also with organizations, brands 
and companies. As a result, for companies, customer involvement and engagement 
through social media have become an important factor in their marketing approach 
(Berthon, Pitt, Plangger, & Shapiro, 2012; Hudson, Roth, Madden, & Hudson, 2015; 
Nusair, Bilgihan, Okumus, & Cobanoglu, 2013). Social media platforms, such as 
Facebook and Twitter, offer companies various ways to communicate and interact with 
customers, to provide online customer service and product assistance, and to obtain 
feedback (de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2012; van Noort & Willemsen, 2012; Waters, 
Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas, 2009). Several studies indicate that social media use by 
companies is beneficial if utilized correctly (e.g., Dijkmans, Kerkhof, & Beukeboom, 
2015).

In the early days of social media, however, it was by no means evident that company 
social media use would be successful. Consumers were reluctant to companies 
intervening in their activities on social media. In a 2011 study, Heller Baird and Parasnis 
(2011) argue that most consumers (70%) mainly wanted to connect with friends and 
family on social media, while only 23% wanted to interact with companies and brands. 
Fournier and Avery (2011) argue that companies were viewed with suspicion on social 
media, and their presence was easily perceived as intrusive. Companies were seen as 
“uninvited crashers of the Web 2.0 party” (Fournier & Avery, 2011, p. 192).

At the same time it became increasingly important to establish a successful 
social media presence to engage with online consumers. Traditional one-way 
company communication strategies were losing trust in favor of more conversational 
communication approaches (Nielsen, 2012, 2015). As a result, for companies, to (re)
gain this trust, interactivity in online communication started to play a more important 
role. Interactivity has been defined as “the degree to which two or more communication 
parties can act on each other, on the communication medium, and on the messages and 
the degree to which such influences are synchronized” (Liu & Shrum, 2002, p. 54). 
Company interactivity in online communication reinforces consumer trust, satisfaction, 
and commitment (Kelleher, 2009; Ott, Vafeiadis, Kumble, & Waddell, 2016; Palla, 
Tsiotsou, & Zotos, 2013), and consumer trust declines if consumers’ expectations with 
regard to interactivity are not met (Bauer, Grether, & Leach, 2002).
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To optimize consumers’ level of perceived interactivity of a company, cognitive as 
well as affective cues must be present in communication (Cui, Wang, & Xu, 2010). Since 
computer-mediated communication may – through its mainly text-based orientation – 
more easily facilitate the cognitive aspects of communication, it poses challenges for 
companies with respect to its affective aspects. That is, communication via social media 
platforms lacks the ability of conveying nonverbal cues such as facial expressions, 
body movements and postures, gestures, eye contact, and touch, that are important for 
a correct mutual understanding and to pursue interpersonal goals (Derks, Bos, & von 
Grumbkow, 2008; Luangrath, Peck, & Barger, 2017; Walther & D’Addario, 2001). The 
absence of nonverbal cues negatively influences the quality of communication and may 
result in misinterpretations, and in a decreased feeling of humanness, connectedness 
and intimacy (Janssen, IJsselsteijn, & Westerink, 2014). To compensate for these 
shortcomings in social media, people have developed ways to give substance to these 
important affective (i.e., emotional and social) aspects of communication. This can 
be realized by fine-tuning text and using the correct tone of voice in social media 
messages, but also by the use of emoticons and emoji (Lo, 2008). An emoticon is a 
sequence of standard keyboard characters (such as :-) or :-D) that – viewed sideways 
– represents a facial expression, or that suggests an attitude or emotion in online 
communication (Merriam-Webster, 2017). Emoji are small pictograms of facial 
features, animals, and objects (e.g., ☀ or J). Emoticons and emoji intend to clarify and 
strengthen the message between sender and receiver (Derks, Bos, et al., 2008), and have 
become a popular means to improve the understanding of messages and to produce a 
sense of intimacy that was previously lacking in online communication (Aldunate & 
González-Ibáñez, 2017).

In conclusion, for companies to be successful on social media, two aspects are 
of great importance: (a) applying an appropriate level of interactivity in their online 
communication, and (b) properly dealing with the constraints of the medium (i.e., 
the difficulty to provide emotional and ‘humane’ cues as a result of its predominant 
text-based character). Remarkably, while social media have become increasingly 
important in company communication (Stelzner, 2017), there is a lack of research based 
on real-life data to describe and explain the changes in company social media use on 
a macro level (see also Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014), and how companies have dealt with 
the challenges of computer-mediated communication with consumers as described 
above. This chapter tries to fill this gap by investigating actual real-life company social 
media data, and by focusing on how online interactivity of companies on their social 
media channels has evolved over time. Furthermore, we will examine how the use of 

2
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emoticons and emoji has developed, as an indication of the level of humanization and 
informalization of online company communication. 

In this study we will use the tourism and travel sector as case industry. The impact 
of social media on this sector has been described as ‘tremendous’ (Xiang, Magnini, 
& Fesenmaier, 2015, p. 246), and provides a highly relevant context to investigate the 
developments in company social media use over time.

Theoretical background

Interactivity in social media use 
Already in the 90’s of the 20th century, Aaker and Joachimsthaler (1996) suggested 

that marketers should involve customers in brand-building to deliver them personal 
experiences with the company. The technology to realize this became available through 
the emergence of social media about 13 years ago (e.g., Facebook was launched in 2004; 
Twitter in 2006). Wind (2008) argued that companies are advised to use these platforms 
to build relationships with customers, rather than just focusing on selling a product. For 
companies, consumers’ mutual interactions on social media posed the risk of disrupting 
the traditional branding processes, in the sense that it was no longer the company (alone) 
to shape brand perception. Instead, consumers gained increased influence in shaping 
others’ opinions, and social media were said to have reshaped branding in ‘open source 
branding’ (Fournier & Avery, 2011, p. 194). 

Social media developments thus placed new and high demands for firms on 
how to cope with these empowered online consumers, and how to enter into online 
conversations in an appropriate and feasible way (Fournier & Avery, 2011; Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010). Since social media were not created to sell products but to connect 
individuals, consumers were consequently not primarily interested in interacting with 
companies on social media, and were even reluctant towards companies’ interventions 
in the social media environment (Fournier & Avery, 2011; Heller Baird & Parasnis, 
2011). By complying with this changed communication environment, companies learned 
step by step that it was less about controlling, and more about trying to fit in with 
consumers’ motivations. This was a considerable change in corporate communication: 
the balance of power shifted from companies to consumers, and company media 
usage migrated from one-way broadcasting to interactive communication (Deighton 
& Kornfeld, 2009). Hence, to meet the expectations of consumers on social media, 
companies were required to communicate with higher levels of interactivity. 
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Theoretically, the interactivity definition of Liu and Shrum (2002) as quoted above 
aligns well with the characteristics of the social media platforms under investigation in 
this study (i.e., Facebook and Twitter). That is, online interactivity refers to the extent 
to which two or more parties communicate by exchanging information and messages 
through a website (Jensen et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 2015). The question is whether and 
how companies have put interactivity into practice in their social media use over the last 
years. Therefore, we formulate our first research question as:

RQ1. How has company interactivity in social media evolved over time?

The role of conversational human voice in interactivity
Once company-consumer connections on social media became more common, 

consumers started to use companies’ social media channels to ask questions, vent 
their complaints, give compliments, and share their ideas. Consequently, delivering 
customer service became a new part of company social media activities: webcare 
– often provided by designated teams/employees – emerged as a service and brand 
communication tool. Webcare was defined by Van Noort and Willemsen (2012, p. 
133) as “the act of engaging in online interactions with (complaining) consumers, by 
actively searching the web to address consumer feedback (e.g., questions, concerns 
and complaints)”. Several studies have emphasized the importance of providing proper 
webcare for companies (Schamari & Schaefers, 2015; van Noort & Willemsen, 2012; 
Willemsen, Neijens, & Bronner, 2013). Since webcare takes place in public and has to 
deal with (dis)satisfied customers, closely watched by bystanders, within short response 
times, it sets high requirements for company communication (see e.g., Dijkmans, 
Kerkhof, & Beukeboom, 2015). Several studies show that to be successful in delivering 
webcare, using a personal voice that is relationship oriented (i.e., being authentic, 
‘human’), conversational capabilities and prompt responsiveness are important factors 
(Dijkmans, Kerkhof, Buyukcan-Tetik, & Beukeboom, 2015; Kelleher, 2009; Kent & 
Taylor, 1998; Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010; Weinberg & Pehlivan, 2011). 

These requirements of online company presence relate to the concept of 
conversational human voice (CHV), defined by Kelleher (2009) as “an engaging 
and natural style of organizational communication as perceived by an organization’s 
publics based on interactions between individuals in the organization and individuals 
in publics.” (p. 177). Through this style of communicating, companies try to mimic 
face-to-face communication and to informalize and ‘humanize’ the corporate voice 
(Kwon & Sung, 2011). Within computer-mediated settings, applying a CHV by 

2
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companies has proven to have positive effects on relational outcomes, such as trust, 
stakeholder involvement, and corporate reputation (Beldad, de Jong, & Steehouder, 
2010; Beukeboom, Kerkhof, & de Vries, 2015; Dijkmans, Kerkhof, Buyukcan-Tetik, 
et al., 2015; Kelleher, 2009; Schamari & Schaefers, 2015; van Noort & Willemsen, 
2012). In conclusion, successful company presence on social media depends strongly 
on successful interactions, and previous research shows that CHV is a crucial factor in 
accomplishing these fruitful interactions.

Applying a CHV in computer-mediated communication can be put into practice 
through the use of human representatives (i.e., webcare employees), informal language 
use, use of personal pronouns and – since nonverbal cues are lacking in online 
communication – textual paralanguage, defined as “written manifestations of nonverbal 
audible, tactile, and visual elements that supplement or replace written language and 
that can be expressed through words, symbols, images, punctuation, demarcations, or 
any combination of these elements.” (Luangrath et al., 2017, p. 98). Important forms 
of such textual paralanguage are emoticons and emoji, which can be used to convey 
meaning and emotion to online textual communication (Luangrath et al., 2017), and 
thus contribute substantially to perception of CHV. The word ‘emoticon’ is a contraction 
of ‘emotion’ and ‘icon’. Originally, emoticons were merely composed of regular 
keyboard characters, but as of October 2010, graphical emoticons (i.e., emoji) have 
been introduced and added to Unicode, the computing industry standard for encoding, 
representation, and handling of text, expressed in most of the world’s writing and input 
systems. An emoji is a small graphical symbol, ideogram, or icon used to express an 
idea or emotion, and is originating from the Japanese words for picture (‘e’) and letter/
character (‘moji’). Authorities on language use have acknowledged emoji; for instance, 
The Oxford Dictionaries chose the ‘face with tears of joy’ emoji as Word of the Year 
in 2015 (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015). Since 2010, emoji are also included on default 
keyboards of mobile devices, and have become very popular worldwide. For example, 
Instagram (an online mobile photo and video sharing platform) reported in March 2015 
that nearly half of the texts on their platform contained emoji (Dimson, 2015).

All these reports suggest that emoticons and emoji are now an undeniable part of 
the world’s electronic communication vocabulary. They offer a range of sentiment and 
feelings that portray specific emotions through facial gestures, but also concepts and 
ideas, such as celebration, weather, vehicles and buildings, food and drink, animals and 
plants, and activities. Use of emoticons and emoji increases information richness, which 
plays an important role in facilitating social connectedness and identity expressiveness 
between users (Hsieh & Tseng, 2017), and may thus drive intimacy, trust and 
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commitment. Lo (2008) found that the inclusion of emoticons increased the overall level 
of understanding of the message, and affected what the receiver thought of the sender’s 
attitude. When presented with a mixed message where the emoticon did not match the 
tone of the text, the receivers’ emotion was more heavily influenced by the emoticon 
(Derks, Bos, et al., 2008). The expression of emotions in online communications, by the 
use of emoticons, was found to be similar to the expression of emotions in face-to-face 
communication (Derks, Bos, & Grumbkow, 2007). 

In sum, emoticons and emoji have proved to add value to computer-mediated 
interactions between individuals. However, to our knowledge, research to date has not 
yet investigated the use of emoticons and emoji by companies, and the developments 
therein. Given the relevance of non-verbal cues for successful online and interactive 
communication, and the lack of insights from actual practice in this field, in this study 
we will therefore investigate the development of emoticon and emoji use in real-life 
company communication. This results in our second research question:

RQ2. How has the use of emoticons and emoji in social media communication of 
companies developed over time?

The tourism industry
 

In this study, we chose the tourism industry as our case industry. Social media have 
substantially impacted the tourism and travel industry (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010), 
primarily due to the experiential nature of tourism products (Litvin, Goldsmith, & 
Pan, 2008). The marketing of tourism products presents a number of challenges, two 
of which are inherent of service products (Alford, 1998), namely intangibility (i.e., 
a service is a performance, an effort – not a physical object) and inseparability (i.e., 
the service production and consumption process take place simultaneously, and the 
product can only be fully evaluated after consumption (Murray & Schlacter, 1990). 
Furthermore, tourism products are considered as a high involvement product category – 
that is, having high importance, interest, and personal relevance to consumers (Josiam, 
Smeaton, & Clements, 1999). These product characteristics make tourism and travel 
purchases considered as risky by consumers (Huang, Chou, & Lin, 2010), resulting 
in consumer uncertainty (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, & Berry, 1990). To reduce this 
uncertainty, consumers search and ask for relevant (online) information at consumer-
generated and company-maintained information sources (Ho, Lin, & Chen, 2012), 

2
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before, during and after the purchase, on non-company platforms (e.g., consumer blogs, 
review sites, external forums), and also on company-maintained or owned pages (e.g., 
a company’s Facebook/Twitter page, a company’s customer forum) (Fotis, 2015; Lee 
& Cranage, 2010). In conclusion, high intensities of online communication between 
consumers and companies may be expected in the tourism and travel industry, not the 
least on the social media channels of the companies in this industry. Therefore, this 
industry constitutes an ideal setting for studying the evolution of company social media 
activities, which we do by focusing on this sector in The Netherlands.

Method
 

For this study, we selected 33 large tourism companies from the Dutch Top 50 
(TravMagazine, 2016) with an active presence on Facebook as well as on Twitter (see 
Table 1). The remaining 17 companies from the Dutch tourism top 50 had no active 
presence on social media (i.e., on Facebook and Twitter). 
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Table 1. Tourism companies from The Netherlands included in this study (N = 33), and their 
message volume on Facebook and Twitter (posts and reactions), 2011-2016

In order to answer the first research question (i.e., how company interactivity in 
social media has evolved over time), we focused on the number and types of company 
social media messages over a six-year period, ranging from 2011 to 2016. In our study, 
we included all Facebook and Twitter messages of the selected Dutch tourism and travel 
companies. Facebook and Twitter are the two most commonly used online platforms 
for company-consumer communication and webcare; worldwide as well as in The 
Netherlands (Chaffey, 2016). In 2017, Facebook is used by 94% of the companies using 
social media and Twitter by 68% (Stelzner, 2017). In order to best capture interactivity 
and the two-way flow of information, we not only included the companies’ messages, 
but also the messages of consumers that interacted with these companies. 

To investigate our second research question with regard to the development of 
emoticon and emoji use by companies in their online communication, we content 

2
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analyzed the companies’ Facebook and Twitter messages from 2011 to 2016 on the 
presence of emoticons and/or emoji.

Our data were collected by performing a data mining exercise with the use of 
Coosto, a Dutch online social media monitoring platform (Coosto, 2017). This platform 
was founded in 2010, and offers an integrated tool for delivering social media customer 
service, social media measuring, online reputation monitoring, and performing analyses 
with social media data. It routinely collects and categorizes social media messages, and 
assigns sentiment scores to it. The infrastructure provided by Coosto monitors online 
channels in 150 languages and in 200 countries (Coosto, 2015), including the large 
global social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube, 
Pinterest), but also thousands of other sources such as international review sites (e.g., 
Expedia, TripAdvisor), online communities (e.g., Reddit, Quora), and large Russian 
and Asian social networks (e.g., Vkontakte, Renren). With regard to The Netherlands, 
Coosto covers over 3 billion public social media messages, posted since 2009. Around 
2.5 million new messages are added to its database per day. Messages can be selected 
and exported from the database with a query language and a web interface. 

The overall profile of the number of social media messages created in general 
showed that, as to be expected, from the end of 2010 onwards an increasing number of 
messages were generated in The Netherlands. Therefore, we used January 2011 as the 
starting point for our study, and December 2016 as the end date, covering six years in 
total. 

Measures
 
Posts and reactions. 
We determined whether social media messages are either posts or reactions. In 

Coosto, a message is categorized as a post if the message is not preceded by an earlier 
message in the same conversation. In conversations, a post is always the opening 
message (i.e., the first message in a ‘message thread’). A reaction is a response to a post 
or to another reaction (i.e., the second and further messages in a ‘message thread’). 

For both posts and reactions, we distinguish between company and consumer 
messages. Company messages consist of all posts and reactions sent by the selected 
33 tourism companies during the time period under investigation in this study (2011-
2016). Covering this period, for these companies we downloaded the weekly volume of 
their posts and of their reactions to consumer messages on their Facebook and Twitter 
channels. This resulted in 69,834 Twitter and 48,394 Facebook posts, and in 104,501 
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Twitter and 84,595 Facebook reactions (see Table 1). The 3 most active companies on 
Facebook and Twitter generated 35.8% of the total message volume (i.e., posts and 
reactions). 

In order to assess changes in consumer behavior in relation to the social media 
activities of the selected 33 tourism companies, we also took consumer messages 
into account. The consumer messages consist of posts and reactions addressed at the 
company channels included in our study (i.e., for Twitter: message contained a reference 
– i.e., an @ mention – to one of the selected companies; for Facebook: message was 
posted on one of the selected companies’ Facebook pages). With regard to consumer 
posts addressed at the companies, this resulted in 176,722 Twitter posts of 66,302 
unique consumers, and 45,725 Facebook posts of 30,042 unique consumers. With 
respect to consumer reactions in response to company and consumer posts/reactions 
on the companies’ channels, this yielded 289,307 Twitter reactions of 79,740 unique 
consumers, and 1,655,057 Facebook reactions of 558,283 unique consumers. References 
to the 33 companies in messages not posted on the selected companies’ social media 
channels were not included in this study (i.e., messages mentioning the company name 
or brand on Facebook/Twitter other than on the channels of the selected companies). 

Following this approach, a classification of eight message categories was made: two 
social media platforms (Facebook and Twitter), two message types (posts and reactions), 
and two sender groups (companies and consumers). Finally, we classified the eight 
message categories per year and per week, resulting in 6 year-based and 313 week-based 
time points per category (see Table 2 for a summary of message volumes per year). 

2
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Table 2. Volume of posts and reactions by companies and consumers; 2011 – 2016

I. Facebook

Company posts

Volume            Δ

Company reactions

Volume            Δ

Consumer posts

Volume             Δ

Consumer reactions

Volume            Δ

2011 3,278 1,388 3,634 13,304
2012 9,678 195% 6,609 376% 9,200 153% 107,569 709%
2013 6,163 -36% 6,602 -0% 5,404 -41% 226,794 111%
2014 5,950 -4% 15,385 133% 5,904 9% 223,609 -1%
2015 10,814 82% 26,138 70% 10,009 70% 411,013 84%
2016 12,511 16% 28,473 9% 11,574 16% 672,768 64%

Total 48,394 84,595 45,725 1,655,057

II. Twitter

Company posts

Volume          Δ

Company reactions

Volume            Δ

Consumer posts

Volume             Δ

Consumer reactions

Volume            Δ

2011 13,194 3,547 24,546 7,021
2012 14,010 6% 5,666 60% 36,971 51% 24,795 253%
2013 14,645 5% 16,000 182% 25,029 -32% 53,011 114%
2014 12,653 -14% 24,128 51% 35,661 43% 71,450 35%
2015 9,346 -26% 31,346 30% 34,750 -3% 87,198 22%
2016 5,986 -36% 23,814 -24% 19,765 -43% 45,832 -47%

Total 69,834 104,501 176,722 289,307
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Interactivity. 
When interactivity occurs in social media, communicators act on and respond to 

each other’s messages (i.e., reacting) as opposed to mere posting without follow-up 
in the form of reactions (i.e., one-way communication). This means that interactivity 
increases if the number of reactions is growing in relation to the number of posts (see 
also Ott et al., 2016). Therefore, as a measure of company and consumer interactivity 
we computed the relative proportion of reactions in the total volume of messages. Thus, 
for Facebook and Twitter separate, company interactivity was calculated as the share of 
company reactions in the total of company messages, and consumer interactivity as the 
share of consumer reactions in the total of consumer messages. 

Emoticons and emoji.  
To investigate the development of emoticons/emoji in the social media messages 

(RQ2), the full content of all messages of the tourism companies on their Twitter and 
Facebook accounts was downloaded with a time stamp ranging from 2011 to the end 
of 2016. Additionally, we also downloaded the full content of the consumer posts 
and reactions connecting to the Twitter account of the 33 companies. Content of the 
consumer posts/reactions on the Facebook channels of the selected tourism companies 
(over 1.7 million messages) was not included in the analyses, because all full content 
downloads had to be performed in small batches of 10,000 (as a result of constraints by 
the Coosto software), making the total message volume too large for download. 

In total, the content of 772,884 messages was downloaded (i.e., for Twitter: 
company as well as consumer posts and reactions; for Facebook: only company posts 
and reactions). Since we were interested in changes of the occurrence of emoji and 
emoticons, duplicate messages were removed (based on the URL and the content of the 
message) in order to avoid counts based on the occurrence of emoji and emoticons in 
the same reposted or retweeted message. After deduplication, 201,890 messages were 
removed, resulting in a final dataset of 570,994 messages. Table 4 shows the number of 
messages for the different categories.

2
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Table 4. Volume of messages used for content analysis of emoticons and emoji 
(total N = 570,994)

Facebook Twitter

Posts Reactions Posts Reactions

Travel companies 37,111 71,759 63,372 99,290

Consumers — — 134,993 164,469

A list of 33 often used emoticons (e.g., :-), ;-) ) was retrieved from the Github 
website (Malhotra, 2017) and used to scan the messages. Some infrequently occurring 
emoticons resulted in errors and were removed from the list (such as :‑c and :-*), 
resulting in a list of 22 emoticons. In order to code emoji, we retrieved an emoji 
dictionary from the Github website (Suárez Colmenares, 2017), containing 2,378 emoji 
and their UTF8 codes. From this script, we removed the part of the UTF8 code that 
referred to variations in skin tone of the ‘people’ emoji, thus reducing the list to 1,111 
emoji. Using an R script, all 570,994 remaining company and consumer social media 
messages after deduplication were scanned on the occurrence of emoji and emoticons 
included on the final list, and categorized in 3 groups (i.e., messages containing 
emoticons, containing emoji, and messages without emoticons/emoji). Finally, we 
calculated the proportion of company messages with emoticons/emoji in the total 
number of messages. 

Results

Trend analyses
For answering our first research question with regard to the evolvement of company 

interactivity in social media over time, we used the social media messages volume as 
initially downloaded. Table 2 provides a summary of these volumes of Facebook and 
Twitter posts/reactions of companies/consumers, and the percentage of change for 
each year covered in this study. In Figure 1 and 2, graphs based on monthly data are 
displayed for the Facebook and Twitter message categories. 
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Figure 1. Volume of social media messages by travel companies (monthly data, 2011-2016)

I.  Facebook

II.  Twitter

2
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Figure 2. Volume of social media messages by consumers on channels of travel companies (monthly 
data, 2011-2016)

I.  Facebook

II.  Twitter
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As can be derived from Figure 1 (and Table 2), the volume of company messages 
on Facebook has grown rapidly as of the beginning of 2014, after a period of moderate 
growth until the end of 2013. Especially the number of company reactions shows a 
sharp increase, and – at the end of 2016 – the number of reactions comprises more 
than twice the number of posts. For company messages on Twitter, a steady decrease 
is visible in the number of posts as of 2014. The number of Twitter reactions is also 
declining after a period of substantial growth until the last quarter of 2015. Remarkably, 
the number of company reactions outpaces the number of posts as of mid-2013 for 
Facebook as well as for Twitter, as a first indication of increased company interactivity.

With respect to consumer messages (as visible in Figure 2 and Table 2), the 
Facebook volume of reactions shows a very strong growth as of the beginning of 2012, 
although the number of consumer posts on Facebook shows a more moderate growth. In 
the last two years of this study (2015 and 2016), the Facebook volume of consumer posts 
comprises only about 2% of the reactions volume. In other words, on Facebook reacting 
has become far more important than posting. For Twitter, the number of consumer 
reactions and posts is more in balance, although also on this platform the reaction 
volume is larger, and comprises twice the number of posts. In line with the situation at 
company level, both of the consumer message categories on Twitter are decreasing as of 
mid-2015, revealing an overall decline in Twitter use.

To examine the volumes of the message categories more comprehensively, we 
investigated the strength and statistical significance of trend patterns present in our 
eight data categories. As described, for these trend analyses we used weekly data 
with 313 time points in total. To this end, we performed Mann-Kendall (M-K) trend 
tests (Kendall, 1948; Mann, 1945), which is a commonly used nonparametric test 
for identifying a trend in series, resulting in the M-K statistic (S) per time series. 
The purpose of the M-K test is to statistically assess if there is a monotonic upward 
or downward trend in a variable over time (Hamed & Ramachandra Rao, 1998). 
Additionally, to estimate the slope steepness of the trend lines (and thus the strength of 
the trend), we calculated Theil-Sen estimators (TSE’s) (Sen, 1968; Theil, 1950). TSE’s 
provide a more robust alternative to the standard linear regression slope, since it relies 
on the median of the slopes of all lines through pairs of two-dimensional sample points, 
and is insensitive to outliers (Wilcox, 2001). The TSE renders the average increase or 
decrease in units of measurement per time point, and the higher the TSE value (positive 
or negative) the steeper the trend line slope (upwards or downwards).

2
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Posts. 
For Twitter, the number of company posts showed a significant decreasing trend 

(S = -24513, Kendall’s τ = -.50, p < .001; TSE = -.60, SE = .05, p < .001 ), whereas the 
number of consumer posts addressed to companies revealed no significant trend (S = 
-2155, TSE = -.15, Kendall’s τ = -.04, n.s.; TSE = -.15, SE = .13, n.s.). For Facebook, the 
number of company as well as consumer posts showed moderately increasing trends 
(companies: S = 24142, Kendall’s τ = .50, p < .001; TSE = .55, SE = .04, p < .001, and 
for consumers: S = 17556, Kendall’s τ = .36, p < .001; TSE = .43, SE =.05, p < .001).

Reactions. 
Here, we found strong increasing trends for all four categories, as an indication of 

increased online interactivity. For Twitter, the number of company as well as consumer 
reactions showed significant increasing trends (companies: S = 30068, Kendall’s τ = 
.62, p < .001; TSE = 1.88, SE = .12, p < .001, and consumers: S = 20097, Kendall’s τ 
= .41, p < .001; TSE = 3.39, SE= .31, p < .001). For Facebook, trend tests also revealed 
increasing trends for company and consumer reactions (for companies: S = 37219, 
Kendall’s τ =.76, p < .001; TSE = 1.93, SE = .10, p < .001, and for consumers: S = 37160, 
Kendall’s τ =.76 , p < .001; TSE = 37.53, SE = 1.87, p < .001).

Interactivity analyses
Table 3, based on the volumes in Table 2, provides an overview of the percentage of 

reactions in the number of messages for each of the 6 years included in this study, for 
companies and consumers separately. 
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Table 3. Proportion of reactions in the total number of messages, 2011 – 2016

Twitter Facebook
Companies Consumers Companies Consumers

2011 21.2% 22.2% 29.7% 78.5%
2012 28.8% 40.1% 40.6% 92.1%
2013 52.2% 67.9% 51.7% 97.7%
2014 65.6% 66.7% 72.1% 97.4%
2015 77.0% 71.5% 70.7% 97.6%
2016 79.9% 69.9% 69.5% 98.3%

Total 59.9% 62.1% 63.6% 97.3%

For Twitter, the share of reactions in the message volume grows from approximately 
21-22% for consumers as well as for companies in 2011, to 70% for consumers and 
even 80% for companies in 2016, revealing a substantial shift towards reacting. For 
Facebook, the composition of company messages also shows a tendency towards more 
reacting (from 30% in 2011, to 70% in 2016). Consumer messages on Facebook also 
show a growth in the share of reactions, but less pronounced than for companies (from 
79% in 2011, to 98% in 2016). The large proportion of consumer reactions on Facebook 
(>97% since 2013) shows that the vast majority of consumer messages addressed at 
the companies in our sample consist of reactions. This high percentage of consumer 
reactions on Facebook is also related to an increasing number of company posts 
explicitly targeted at provoking consumer reactions, and the retweeting and sharing 
of these posts by consumers (e.g., companies asking consumers for their favorite hotel 
or holiday spot, or organizing ‘vote & win’ actions, where consumers are extensively 
reacting and retweeting/sharing these company posts). This first interactivity analysis 
gives an indication for growing levels of company (and also consumer) interactivity 
throughout the years of our study.

Next, for each of the four proportions (i.e., the share of reactions in the total message 
volume for Facebook and Twitter, for companies and consumers separate), we applied 
M-K trend tests to the weekly data, and we calculated TSE’s for evaluating the steepness 
of the trend line slopes.

2
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Twitter. 
The proportion of company reactions in the amount of company Twitter messages 

showed a significant increasing trend (S = 39295, Kendall’s τ = .80, p < .001; TSE = .24, 
SE = .01, p < .001). The same pattern was visible in the percentage share of consumer 
reactions in the total consumer message volume: over time, consumers tended more 
toward reacting (S = 23450, Kendall’s τ = .48, p < .001; TSE = .15, SE = .01, p < .001). 

Facebook. 
Also for Facebook we found a strong upward trend of reacting in the total message 

volume: for companies (S = 30071, Kendall’s τ = .62, p < .001; TSE = .18, SE = .01, p < 
.001) as well as for consumers (S = 28568, Kendall’s τ = .59, p < .001; TSE = .04, SE = 
.003, p < .001). 

Given the significant increase in the share of reacting in the total message volume, 
these analyses evidence a growing use of company social media channels as interactive 
platforms – for companies as well as for consumers.

Emoticon and emoji use
Scanning the 570,994 messages (after deduplication) for emoji and emoticons 

resulted in 551 different emoji and 22 different emoticons. For each message, only 
unique occurrences of emoji and emoticons were counted, thus resulting in a score 
indicating the number of unique emoticons rather than the total number of emoji and 
emoticons. The 271,532 messages by tourism companies contained a total of 3,524 
emoji and 41,277 emoticons; 0.9% of all messages contained one or more emoji, 
whereas 14.9% contained one or more emoticon. Table 5 gives a global summary of the 
emoji and emoticon proportions per year, showing a growth in emoticon and emoji use 
by companies in posts, and in particular in reactions. 
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Table 5. Proportion of company messages containing emoticons and emoji; 

2011 – 2016

Twitter Facebook
Company

posts
Company
reactions

Company
posts

Company
reactions

2011 3.0% 11.9% 2.2% 12.3%
2012 3.1% 13.4% 2.9% 10.1%
2013 2.3% 13.3% 4.6% 17.3%
2014 3.1% 14.7% 8.6% 28.5%
2015 3.5% 23.7% 10.5% 51.8%
2016 4.9% 26.7% 16.3% 47.9%

Total 3.1% 19.6% 9.1% 41.7%

Figure 3 provides a graphical representation of this development. The 299,462 
consumer messages contained 19,350 emoji and 25,142 emoticons; 5.1% of all consumer 
messages contained one or more emoji, whereas 8.3% contained one or more emoticons.

2
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Figure 3. Use of emoticons and emoji in online messages of companies (monthly data, 2011 – 2016)

Tables 6 and 7 show the most frequently used emoticons and emoji by tourism 
companies and consumers. Interestingly, all of the top 10 emoticons used by consumers 
are also used by companies (see Table 6). The top 4 emoticons, which comprise of 
95.3% of all emoticons used by companies and 86.8% of those used by consumers, 
are all of the ‘smiling face’ type. Only 2.0% of the emoticons used by companies are 
negative/sad emoticons, versus 7.0% among consumers. 
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Table 6. Top 10 of emoticons used by travel companies and consumers as a percentage of the total 
number of messages containing emoticons, 2011-2016

Companies Consumers

Emoticon % of total Emoticon % of total

:) 34.4% :) 28.7%

:-) 27.5% :-) 27.5%
;) 19.0% ;-) 17.3%

;-) 14.4% ;) 13.3%

:D 1.9% :( 4.0%

:-( 1.1% :D 3.3%

:( 0.9% :-( 2.9%

:-D 0.4% <3 1.0%

<3 0.3% :-D 0.9%

=) 0.1% =) 0.3%

Total 99.2% Total 97.0%

The use of emoji is more varied (see Table 7), with the top 10 of emoji accounting 
for only half of all emoji used. Half of the top 10 emoji used by tourism companies are 
also in the top 10 of emoji used by consumers. All emoji that refer to human emotions 
are positive. Tourism companies more often use emoji that refer less directly to human 
emotions (e.g., a sun, an airplane, a palm tree). 

2
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Table 7. Top 10 of emoji used by travel companies and consumers as a percentage of the total 
number of messages containing emoji, 2011-2016

Additionally, we investigated the trends in emoticon/emoji use. To this end we 
performed M-K trend tests on the emoticon/emoji proportions on a per week basis. 
Except for company Twitter posts (S = 8833, Kendall’s τ = .18, n.s.), this analysis 
indeed revealed significant increases (p < .001) in emoticon/emoji use in company 
communication for the years 2011-2016 (Twitter reactions: S = 22409, Kendall’s τ = .46; 
Facebook posts: S = 30806, Kendall’s τ = .63; Facebook reactions: S = 27710, Kendall’s 
τ = .57).
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Conclusion and discussion
 

The advent of social media has presented major opportunities and challenges for 
traditional business communication strategies. Consumers can effortlessly share 
their thoughts about companies and services anywhere, anytime and to anyone. 
Companies want to participate in this online consumer communication (Stelzner, 
2017), and have invested in online strategies and webcare teams to directly connect 
with consumers, for delivering customer service (van Noort, Willemsen, Kerkhof, & 
Verhoeven, 2014), protecting reputation (Dijkmans, Kerkhof, & Beukeboom, 2015), 
enhancing brand popularity (de Vries et al., 2012), and improving company trust 
(Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 2012; Turri, Smith, & Kemp, 2013). 
However, little research has investigated trends in volume and type of company 
social media communication based on actual data, from a macro perspective. To fill 
this gap, we provided empirical evidence of trend patterns over time in the volume 
of company and consumer messages on online platforms, and the level of company 
interactivity represented in these messages in the context of the Dutch tourism industry. 
Furthermore, to shed light on the level of humanization and informalization of company 
communication, we investigated the development in emoticon and emoji use by tourism 
companies. Results showed that company interactivity in social media has significantly 
increased over the 6 years covered in this study. Additionally, the level of humanization 
and informalization of company communication, as expressed by the use of emoticons 
and emoji, has also grown. We will discuss these findings and their implications below.

The tendency towards higher levels of company interactivity on both Facebook and 
Twitter, based on a large real-life dataset, is an important finding. Previous research 
showed that online interactivity indeed is a key factor in improving relational outcomes, 
and higher levels of interactivity on social networking sites may yield positive attitudes 
toward the product and the company itself (Dou, 2013). This may be reflected in 
increased consumer satisfaction, loyalty and commitment (Ballantine, 2005; Cyr, Head, 
& Ivanov, 2009; Guillory & Sundar, 2013; Kelleher, 2009; Lin, 2007; Palla et al., 2013). 
Online interactivity leads to improved information processing and a higher perceived 
intensity of online experiences (Sicilia, Ruiz, & Munuera, 2005).

For Twitter, results showed a decreasing trend for the number of company posts in 
our sample, whereas the number of company reactions as well as consumer reactions 
showed significant increasing trends. Since its start in 2006, the use of Twitter showed 
a strong growth in The Netherlands. However, since 2015, general Twitter use in The 
Netherlands has stabilized and is even slowly declining (Newcom Research, 2017), 

2
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and now Twitter takes the fifth position as the largest social media platform based 
on number of users (behind Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn and Instagram). Thus, the 
decreasing trend in company posts in our study (and the absence of a significant trend 
in consumers posts) is in line with the general trend of declined Twitter use. However, 
since we found an increasing trend in company and consumer reactions, this indicates 
that Twitter has evolved into a conversational medium, where the accent has moved 
towards interacting. This is supported by the results of our interactivity analysis (see 
Table 3), which showed that company as well as consumer Twitter use has changed 
from predominantly posting to reacting. Most companies actively encourage consumers 
to actively connect with them on their social media channels. Reacting promptly, 
transparently and comprehensively by companies has proven to be an efficient way to 
lead social media conversations in the right direction, since it enables companies to 
attenuate negative social media interactions, and to reinforce positive ones (van Noort & 
Willemsen, 2012). 

With regard to Facebook, we found significant increasing trends in terms of total 
use for all four message categories (i.e., posts and reactions from companies and 
consumers). Put into perspective of general Facebook use in The Netherlands, its use 
among consumers is still growing (61% of the total population uses Facebook), of which 
44% daily (Newcom Research, 2017). That is, a large and growing number of Facebook 
users are active and consistent in their visits to the site, making them a growing 
audience for companies. Since the Facebook trend patterns of reactions (for companies 
as well as consumers) show a much steeper slope than the pattern of posts, this 
illustrates the evolution of Facebook use by companies as a medium for conversations 
and interactions. Looking at our interactivity analysis, the same pattern is visible: 
the proportion of reactions in the total message volume is significantly increasing, 
demonstrating that interactivity indeed plays an increasing role for companies in their 
Facebook activities. 

Our second main finding was that the use of emoticons and emoji by companies 
has grown, which may be regarded as an indicator for increased humanization and 
informalization of online company communication. Since vital cues that normally 
regulate interactions and impressions between communicators are absent in online 
social interaction (e.g., someone’s voice or facial expression, observable information 
about personal and physical characteristics) (Beldad et al., 2010), companies are 
looking for ways to overcome this shortage, for instance by incorporating emoticons 
and emoji in their messages. The use of emoticons has proven to have a positive effect 
on enjoyment, personal interaction, and perceived information richness (Huang, Yen, 
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& Zhang, 2008). By using emoticons and emoji, we argue that companies contribute to 
their perceived level of conversational human voice (CHV), which has proven to be an 
important mechanism for effective company communication in social media (Dijkmans, 
Kerkhof, Buyukcan-Tetik, et al., 2015; Kelleher, 2009). First, incorporating a more 
humanized voice makes consumers sense they are having a one-to-one conversation 
instead of a one-to-many conversation, which in turn contributes to a better relationship 
with customers (Locke, Searls, Weinberger, & Levine, 2001; van Noort et al., 2014). 
Second, by using a CHV, the company seems to focus on creating a dialogue rather than 
solely on commercial and profit-driven motives, which makes the company appear more 
authentic in its intentions (Kwon & Sung, 2011). Thirdly, companies can be perceived as 
more trustworthy when they use a more human tone of voice (Kelleher & Miller, 2006). 
In sum, by adding informal cues such as emoticons to their online communication, 
company-consumer relations may be evaluated more easily as interpersonal 
relationships by consumers. This builds on the concept of parasocial interaction (Horton 
& Wohl, 1956), stating that the impact of (online) communications depends on the 
degree to which the counterparty in a computer mediated communication environment 
is perceived as a real person (Labrecque, 2014). 

A last interesting finding was that the use of emoticons and emoji by companies 
and consumers shows remarkable similarities. The top 10 of used emoticons and half 
of the top 10 of emoji are identical among companies and consumers. Although the 
repertoire of emoticons/emoji is limited, this equality is nevertheless striking. This may 
be the result of social synchrony in online social media: “the tendency of a large group 
of people to perform similar actions in unison, in response to a contextual trigger” 
(Choudhury, Sundaram, John, & Seligmann, 2009, p. 151). Mimicry of the nonverbal 
cues and tone of voice of an online communication partner may contribute to the feeling 
of connectedness in online interactions, and thus may improve relational outcomes.

Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, social media monitoring 
tools such as Coosto only give access to public social media messages; therefore we 
were not able to include private messages between companies and consumers in this 
study. This may have affected the quantity or quality of messages and/or the use of 
emoticons. Second, we focused on Facebook and Twitter in this study. Although these 
two platforms are by far the largest for company-consumer interaction (Stelzner, 2017), 
additional perspectives of including other platforms may have been missed. Third, since 
this study is limited to the tourism industry and more specifically to The Netherlands, 
the findings may not be representative for all industries or countries. Fourth, in this 
study only a basic conceptualization of interactivity was used, i.e., the proportion of 
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reactions in the total number of messages. Although reacting can be regarded as the 
primary property of interactivity, it is also a rather rudimentary operationalization of 
this concept. Lastly, although the use of emoticons and emoji are important clues for 
the level of informalization of company communication, other indicators (such as the 
use of informal and colloquial language, degree of openness to dialogue, promptness 
of feedback) may yield important additional perspectives. In order to more fully 
investigate the developments in these fields, future research may include a broader range 
of measures for company interactivity as well as for humanization of communication. 
This may be part of a broader research avenue on the role of emotions in corporate 
communication. That is, emotions are abundant in online communication and key 
factors for its success (Derks, Fischer, & Bos, 2008), but their role and effects are – to 
our knowledge – not profoundly studied in a setting of online company-consumers 
interactions.

In spite of these limitations, this study contributes to a better understanding of the 
evolvement of company interactivity over the last years. In this study we have shown 
that over recent years, companies have developed higher levels of interactivity, and have 
enhanced their sense of humanness and informality in online conversations. By learning 
step by step how to engage with consumers in an environment that was initially created 
for people-to-people interaction, tourism companies that appropriately utilize the power 
of social media and the connected consumer are well on their way to evolve from ‘party 
crashers’ to ‘party hosts’. 
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