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Abstract: The present paper was prompted by the activity carried out within the scope of an
EU-funded project (WARMEST). It calls to analyse the reasons for the degradation of the Patio de
Los Leones, which attracts over 2 million tourists per year to Granada in Spain. We review here
the most advanced studies and regulations on the assessment of the social impact of mass tourism
and present a novel methodology to analyse its effects. We dug into the material available on social
networks—especially feedback to posts published on major relevant sites—and got a comprehensive
picture of the thoughts that were expressed there and a comprehensive assessment of the citizens’
opinion on the social impact of tourism in Granada. Thus, we obtained a new indicator called “C.1.2
index modified”, which measures the level of dissatisfaction of citizens with the tourists’ pressure;
we propose to replace the existing ETIS index with C.1.2, which is mainly based on direct surveys
that are often carried out with very limited resources. At the end of the research, we could point out
topics that are especially important to the citizens, thus allowing us to define a strategic action plan
with a bottom-up approach.
Keywords: tourist flow management; ETIS; carrying capacity; social impact; social network analysis

1. Introduction
The paper aims to define a new methodology to measure the attitude of the population living in
major destinations of cultural tourism vis-à-vis the increasing number of visitors. This growing flow
is strongly affecting residents’ everyday lives as well as their attitude towards their cities, especially
their city centres. While is it easier to establish the cities’ capacity to properly host visitors by means
of quantitative data that are often available, it is far more complex to follow the residents’ attitude.
To date, the main tools required, also at a European level, were direct interviews and questionnaires,
which entail considerable time and effort to convey significant information. Our approach is to use
social networks instead, which can be analysed—as we did—through proper tools. Such tools, more
specifically the one that we selected, can deliver a larger and more representative set of data according
to a well-specified procedure that can be repeated, thus enabling us to compare results over time and
define a trend. The paper was prompted by the activity carried out within the scope of an EU-funded
project (WARMEST) [1]. Its goal is to analyse monuments’ degradation due to factors such as climate
change and the growing number of tourists, create a model to describe and anticipate the phenomenon,
and put in place a user-friendly decision support system that will help in setting up preventive
maintenance plans. As part of the project, we had the chance to study in depth the degradation at the
Patio de Los Leones, the core of the world-famous site of the Alhambra and Generalife, which attracts
over 2 million tourists per year to Granada (whose population is around 232.000 individuals) in Spain,
where they are located.
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The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and the World Tourism Organization (WTO)
defined sustainable tourism as “tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and
environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities” [2].
The definition of sustainability can be applied to tourism by referring to the following three aspects:
environmental, economic, and socio-cultural. The aim is to find a balance between the requirements
thus defined, i.e., to make responsible use of environmental resources, respect the socio-cultural
traditions of the hosting communities, and ensure long-term economic activities for all stakeholders,
including employment opportunities and social services [3].
The World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), in its 2018 annual report, showed that tourists
worldwide increased from 25 million in 1950 to 1.3 billion in 2017. This growth trend has advantages
and disadvantages. On the one hand, the larger number of tourists contributes significantly to the
socio-economic well-being and cultural development of cities. On the other hand, the negative attitude
of the local population towards visitors increases due to perceived overcrowding, noise, and other
resulting nuisances [4].
In Spain, this issue affects several cities. The citizens there tend to mobilise and publicly express
their dissatisfaction; movements based on anti-tourism and tourist-phobia are growing [5,6]. Spanish
mass media has been putting the topic at the forefront of public debate.
In this context, the present paper reviews the state of the art on the assessment of the social
impact of mass tourism and analyses its effects through a novel methodology based on digging into
the material published on social networks. The methodology is then applied to a case study, the city of
Granada, where, in recent years, the threat posed by mass tourism to the preservation of its values is
increasingly perceived.
2. Literature Review
Several studies were published regarding the social impact of an uncontrolled flow of tourists.
Some of them refer to the definition given by UNWTO to the Tourism Carrying Capacity (TCC), i.e.,
“the maximum number of people that may visit a tourist destination at the same time without causing destruction
of the physical, economic, or socio-cultural environment and an unacceptable decrease in tourist satisfaction” [7].
Various attempts were made to quantitatively assess the TCC, setting a maximum number of tourists,
beyond which the destination begins to decay [8]. Yet, as Saveriades (2000) pointed out, there is no
universally accepted definition of TCC [9] and no unique model is applicable to asses it for each
tourist destination. The methodologies are serving many different purposes and are getting uneven
results [10]. The reason for the lack of a unique method is that the approach is strongly influenced by
the intrinsic characteristics of the venue taken into consideration.
The UNWTO identifies five types of TCC [11]:
•
•
•

•
•

Ecological capacity: the ability of certain species to withstand disturbance thanks to biological and
physical elements.
Socio-cultural capacity: measured by the intolerable impacts on the local community or limitations
due to the availability of human resources.
Psychological capacity: given by the amount of crowding that tourists can endure without affecting
the quality of their experience. This changes according to the types of tourist and the types of
activity and their use.
Infrastructural capacity: it refers to factors such as the number of bedrooms, the capacity of transport
systems, or water supply. It can easily vary in the medium to long term.
Management capacity: it is the number of tourists that can be handled in a city without creating
economic and administrative issues.

Regarding socio-cultural capacity, UNWTO refers to the tourist’s perception and the quality of
experience without mentioning the social impact of tourism on resident citizens.
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Several authors evaluate the experience of tourists and the social impact that the flow of tourists
generates on residents by means of survey-based questionnaires [12–14], the processing, administration,
and analysis of which is very long.
Additionally, in recent years, the European Commission has been working to achieve the objectives
of sustainable tourism development set out in Agenda 2030. In 2013, it introduced the European Tourism
Indicators Systems (ETIS) [15]. It is a management, information, and monitoring tool specifically
intended for tourism destinations, which supports the activity of collecting and analysing data with
the overall goal of assessing the impact of tourism on a destination. The system aims to identify the
key problems and determine the best intervention strategies for the management of the tourist flow.
ETIS lists 43 main indicators and other optional ones, dividing them in four categories:
•
•
•
•

Destination management
Economic value
Social and cultural impact
Environmental impact

Each of these categories is then divided into criteria and sub criteria. Table 1 is an extract of the
ETIS indicators relating to the criteria required to assess the social and cultural impact of tourism.
Table 1. European Tourism Indicators Systems (ETIS) core indicators [15].
Social and Cultural Impact
Criteria

C.1 Community/social
impact

Indicator
Reference

ETIS Core Indicators

C.1.1

Number of tourists/visitors per 100 residents

C.1.2

Percentage of residents who are satisfied with
tourism in the destination (per month/season)

C.1.3

Number of beds available in commercial
accommodation establishments per 100 residents

C.1.4

Number of second homes per 100 homes

The first, third and fourth indexes are easy to compute because they require easily available data
(the number of tourists, the number of beds in accommodations, and the number of second homes).
The second index is more complex because the percentage of residents who are satisfied with tourism
in the destination is not an easily measurable value.
For each indicator, the European Commission defines: the reason for measurement, the data
requirements, the method of calculation, the frequency of data collection, the reporting format, and
the suggestion of actions (regarding indicator C.1.2, see Table 2). When the data to quantitatively
measure ETIS indicators is missing, the European Commission suggests using questionnaires as helping
tools. The European Commission has also prepared a predefined questionnaire for interviewing a
group of people (on average 15–20 individuals) living in the tourist destination and working in the
tourism sector.
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Table 2. Data sheets for core indicators [16].
Indicator: C.1.2

Reason for Measuring

Data Requirements
Units of Measurement
Terms in Glossary
Data Collection Instructions

Method of Calculation

Percentage of Residents Who are Satisfied with Tourism in
the Destination (Per Month/Season)
Checking on resident satisfaction on a regular basis is an
important gauge for visitor experience. Being alert to changes in
the levels of resident satisfaction and taking action where
necessary is fundamental to sustainable tourism.
Resident surveys and tourism studies during peak season
%
Resident satisfaction
Resident Survey
Number of residents who responded “satisfied” or better ÷ total
number of residents who responded × 100 = % of residents
satisfied with tourism
Repeat for each month/season/year

Frequency of Data Collection

Monthly
Seasonally
Annually

Reporting Format

Bar graph

International Benchmarks
Key Stakeholders/Users

Suggested Actions

N/A
Destination Managers
Should the results be less than an agreed percentage, destination
managers and tourism enterprises need to engage with residents
to determine how to better plan tourism development and
activities.

Some researchers also relied on questionnaires as a survey method to assess the evaluation of the
social and cultural impact of tourism. Tudorache et al. (2017) [17] and Modica et al. (2018) [18] used
ETIS indicators to assess social impact in different environments and both concluded that their new
indicators should be added to ETIS in order to analyse aspects that are difficult to compute.
Despite the widespread use of questionnaires as a method of data collection, many authors define
it as an obsolete method [19,20] and other ones defines it as a “static method” [21] that does not
take into account the speed in which opinions and preferences change. Moreover, high-quality data
requires high costs and a lot of time investment due to the needed number and time of the following
groups: researchers, who design the surveys; interviewers, who collect the data; and respondents, who
voluntarily provide answers. Moreover, the people interviewed often give superficial answers due to
their lack of interest.
Our research proposes an alternative method to collect data and evaluate the C.1.2 indicator,
which defines “the percentage of residents who are satisfied with tourism in the destination (per month/season)”.
We apply a method of social network analysis to assess the citizens’ opinion about the social impact of
tourist flows in Granada using feedbacks to posts.
3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Social Network Analysis
The analysis of the information provided by social networks can be useful to understand public
opinion regarding the effects of mass tourism. It can also help to track changes in mass tourism
continuously and in real time, while questionnaires can be used to deliver random surveys.
The advantages are:
•

People’s comments and reactions highlight issues of social relevance;
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Free access to social network archives allows people to explore all published posts;
The level of interest in a topic can be assessed by counting the number of people sharing,
appreciating, or commenting on the posts related to that topic;
The discussion’s content can be analysed by classifying it as a positive or negative a message
published on the web. This process is called sentiment analysis.

3.2. Methodology
Recently, the use of social networks (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter) has become obvious, allowing
us to share thoughts or multimedia content and to create a wide interaction among users.
In this paper we propose a new approach to assess the local populations’ degree of dissatisfaction
with tourism flow through the analysis of the social network content.
The proposed procedure is divided into 8 steps:
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Definition of the topic: the thorough and precise definition of the subject under investigation is key
to clearly set the goal of the analysis.
Selection of the sources: once the investigation subject and the goal are defined, the available media
(online newspaper, journals, blogs, etc.) must be listed, searched, and analysed. The result is the
identification of the groups and associations discussing the relevant issues related to the city of the
selected media. Neighbourhood associations, created to defend citizens, are especially relevant to
our research topic are. These associations usually communicate and share news through social
network pages, and on these pages, citizens share new ideas and deal with emerging problems.
Analysis of the social network pages: the analysis of the groups or associations on social pages allows
us not only to evaluate the citizens’ opinion about certain events but also to collect useful data for
the investigation.
Definition of the keywords for post selection: key word selection is pivotal to pick up the most
significant information related to the investigated topic. Within Facebook, it is possible to extract
all posts containing a given keyword.
Selection of the social network analytical tool: social networks allow us to have an overview of
the page’s performance, but these data are confidential and can only be extracted by page
administrators. Therefore, it is necessary to find other tools useful for defining the key metrics
and to extract data from social networks. Several are available online.
Analysis of the key metrics: social network activity is measured through KPIs (Key Performance
Indicators) that provide accurate information on the page performance of interest. Some helpful
KPIs are:
•
•

7.
8.

Activity metrics: KPIs measuring the page activity level (such as the number of posts,
temporal frequency, and the recency of posting activity)
Interaction metrics: KPIs measuring the level of interaction between posts and users (the
number of comments, reactions, and shares).

Collection of reactions to the selected posts: the analysis of the feelings and thoughts of the citizens
involved in an event is important to understand its effects in terms of social impact.
Dissatisfaction index calculation: in the last phase, the reactions collected over the selected period
of time are quantified and a dissatisfaction index in relation to mass tourism is computed. The
procedure required to achieve this, is divided into the following steps:
a.

b.

Within the selected social networks, the “angry” reactions related to tourist protests (A)
should be picked and separated from the rest (the total number of posts with “angry”
reactions) (B);
Calculate the functions A = f (x) and B = z(x) of reactions A and B over time (days/months)
for each year (n = a, a+1, . . . , N);
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Calculate the integrals TAa e TAb of the functions f (x) and z(x) for each N year;
a+1

Z
TAa =

f (x) dx

(1)

z(x) dx

(2)

a
a+1

Z
TAb =
d.
e.

a

Analyse the performance of TAa and TAb over time;
Replace the ETIS index C.1.2. (Percentage of residents who are satisfied with tourism in the
destination (per month/season)) with the “C.1.2 index modified”, which is the ratio between
the “angry” reactions related to tourism flow and the total “angry” reactions in the period
of interest (per month/season).
TAa
(3)
Iins =
TAaR

Thus, we can compute the dissatisfaction “C.1.2 index modified” without using surveys; we use
the followers’ reaction to obtain a quantitative value of the level of disaffection of local citizens vis-à-vis
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On the other hand, Figure 2 shows the average monthly distribution of visitors from 1991 to
2018. In terms of tourist flow, years may be divided into three different seasons: a low, a medium,
and a high one. The low season includes January, February, November, and December (22% of the
annual flow). The medium season includes March, June, and July (27% of the annual flow). The high
season includes April, May, August, September, and October (51% of the annual flow).
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them. The result of the rise in the number of apartments for homesharing is an increase in the price
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apartments in the neighbourhood have been converted into tourist apartments, losing their original
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social
characteristics.
extreme, case study of a tourist pressed city. In Italy, this phenomenon is even more serious in various
Nevertheless, Granada should not be considered as a case by itself but rather a good, though not
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and
Venice,pressed
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tourists
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is even
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and 45,
extreme,In
case
study of
a tourist
city.
In Italy,
this phenomenon
is even
more
serious
in various
respectively,
which
means
that
for
each
resident
there
are
26
tourists
in
Florence
and
45
tourists
in
venues. In Florence and Venice, the ratio among tourists and residents is even higher, at 26 and 45,

respectively, which means that for each resident there are 26 tourists in Florence and 45 tourists in
Venice [28–30]. Historical cities live a seemingly unstoppable process of “Disneyfication” [31]. The
New York Times also defined Venice as “Disney on the sea” [5] because it is invaded by tourists from
all over the world attracted by a venue that today is crushed by noise and landscape pollution.
Generally speaking, historic centres are undergoing a transformation process and are
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Venice [28–30]. Historical cities live a seemingly unstoppable process of “Disneyfication” [31]. The New
York Times also defined Venice as “Disney on the sea” [5] because it is invaded by tourists from all over
the world attracted by a venue that today is crushed by noise and landscape pollution.
Generally speaking, historic centres are undergoing a transformation process and are increasingly
adapted to the needs of tourists and decreasingly to the citizens’ ones. Therefore, the risks are the loss
of identity and the progressive abandonment of the historical centre [32].
4.2. The Proposed Methodology Applied to the Case of Granada
The methodology described above was applied, point by point, on the case study of Granada.
1.

2.

Definition of the topic: the subject selected for the research was the attitude of the residents towards
the growing tourist flow in Granada, especially in the light of the outbursts of tourism-phobia
that affected the city in recent times. To do this, we analysed the negative or positive impacts of
tourists on Granada as perceived by the citizens.
Selection of the sources: local newspapers frequently report news on citizens’ complaints about
mass tourism. Among these citizens, the majority live in the Albayzin, a historical district of
Granada. The most striking protest event reported by local newspapers took place in May 2019.
The walls of the main Albayzin streets were covered by graffiti “@tourist: go away” or “@tourist:
flamenco is not a show” [24]. A few months later (August 2019) a group of citizens complained
about the tourists’ lack of respect for the neighbourhood (or district) and its inhabitants. [25].
Several news reports also concern the inconvenience and damage caused by tourist buses that
run along the typical streets of the neighbourhood [26].

We carried out a web investigation on social media that collects the citizens’ opinion on this
matter. We identified two associations spreading information on the topic through their blogs and
social platform (Facebook e Twitter). The first one, “Bajo Albayzin”, is a neighbourhood association
founded in January 2000. It aims to improve the cultural, historical, social, urban, and environmental
values of the Albayzin district. The second association, “SOS Alhambra”, was founded in July 2015
following a citizen’s protest against an architectural design involving a major transformation of the
“atrium” area of the Alhambra, in front of the Carlos V palace. The aim of the organization is to warn
about the possible environmental damage that the project could cause to the site, which is one of
the UNESCO World Heritage Sites and it also generally provides information on the main problems
affecting the monumental complex.
3.

4.

Analysis of the social network pages: To date, among the “Bajo Albayzin” communication platforms
(blogs, Facebook, and Twitter), the Facebook page (2000 followers) is the most active in terms of
published posts and reactions/comments to them. Although the Twitter page collects a thousand
more followers than Facebook, it has not been active since August 2019. As far as the blog is
concerned, it turned out to only be a data archive. There is no interaction (comments or shares) to
the published posts there. The Facebook page of “SOS Alhambra” (1700 followers) is the most
active platform compared to the blog and the Twitter page that counts only 450 followers. Thus,
we chose to focus our attention on analysing data extracted from these Facebook pages.
Definition of key words for post selection: the data investigation was carried out through the following
selected keywords: “protestas”, “turistas”, “turismo”, “turismo masivo”, “Alhambra” (Figure 3).
Since 2016 to date, the followers of the “Bajo Albayzin” and “Sos Alhambra” pages published 370
posts with negative tourism reactions to the tourist flow.
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Figure 9. Comparison between A = f(x) and B = z(x).

c.

In order to compute the dissatisfaction index, we calculated the integrals of both functions A
= f(x) and B = z(x). For example, the integral referred to in 2016 is:
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e.

The “C.1.2 Index modified”, for example, for the year 2017, is as follows:

Idiss

R 2017
A dx
TAa
=
= R2016
2017
TAaR
B dx

(6)

2016

The ratio Idiss defines the incidence of citizens’ dissatisfaction with the flow of tourism in relation
to the totality of the topics on the page. The higher percentage is in 2016 (Table 3).
Table 3. Comparison among dissatisfaction indexes over four years.
Year

2016

2017

2018

2019

Idiss

34%

54%

34%

26%

We analysed the posts related to mass tourism for each peak of curve (A) and found that they are
related to the following main events:
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

A high risk of damage to historical heritage. The huge flow of tourists is considered to be a cause
of damage to the historical heritage [33].
Little trains in a historic city. Residents are against little trains because they are held to be not
appropriate for the Granada’s territorial morphology [34–36].
The illegal occupation of parking. The violations of traffic road regulations are frequent. There
many vehicles that park on sidewalks or in reserved parking lots. “Bajo Albaycin” said “Unos
llegan en furgonetas, otros en caravanas, todos invadiendo y saturando el espacio público con sus
vehículos para vivir con vistas a la Alhambra” (“Many tourists come by camper and roulette invading
the public roads with their vehicles in order to visit the Alhambra”) [37,38].
The invasion of public spaces. Souvenir shops and street vendors occupy main streets and walls
of buildings from Elvira Street and Grifos de San José to Plaza Nueva [39].
The demolition of a kiosk in “Plaza Nueva”. The Authorities ordered the demolition of a kiosk
where there was a bakery. The residents claimed that this decision was affecting small local
businesses [40].
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7.

8.

9.
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Lack of apartments for residents. Granada’s historic centre is increasingly left by local citizen.
Residents move from the old city to suburbs and rent their apartment to tourists. The Realejo
and Albaycín neighbourhoods are becoming large “low-cost hotels”. The rise in the number of
apartments meant that homesharing has increased, which in turn has increased the price of the
rents that boosted this trend in the first place [2,41].
The demolition of a building in “Plaza de Santa Ana”. The building was located in the A2 area,
where buildings with significant architectural, historical, and cultural characteristics are located.
The demolition rose the debate on heritage conservation. The residents wanted to “preserve its
[Granada’s] architectural elements and qualities” [42,43].
The residents’ rebellion against tourists. Graffiti against tourists was written on street walls in
Albayzin. They were signed by “@tourist”. They called visitors to leave the city, accusing them of
destroying it. The association “Bajo Albayzin” agreed with the graffiti’s content but did not agree
with the manner in which the citizens protested [44,45].
Undisciplined tourists. The increase in nightlife, music, and parties are among the major causes
of citizen dissatisfaction. Residents understand that tourism is an economic resource for Granada
but would like tourists to be more sympathetic and respectful [46].

5. Conclusions and Strategic Indications
The continuous growth of the tourists’ pressure on historical city centres causes an increase in
dissatisfaction among local residents. We applied a method based on the analysis of the reactions
posted on the social networks by cities’ citizens to assess their opinion on the social impact of mass
tourism on Granada. Thus, we replace the ETIS index C.1.2 with a new indicator called “C.1.2 index
modified” to define the level of dissatisfaction among citizens experiencing the tourist pressure.
2020,
x FORalso
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According the Granada Tourist Plan 2018–2022 (Plan Turístico de Grandes Ciudades de
Granada) [47] there are six objectives to achieve through strategic guidelines:
•
•
•
•

Enhancing tourism resources from a cultural, social, environmental, and economic point of view;
Adapting the urban environment to tourism by promoting universal accessibility;
Increasing the quality of the city’s tourist services;
Improving the existing tourism products and creating new products based on the innovative
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As next step, a possible development of the present research could be to create a hierarchy among
the proposals arising from the citizens’ reactions.
According the Granada Tourist Plan 2018–2022 (Plan Turístico de Grandes Ciudades de
Granada) [47] there are six objectives to achieve through strategic guidelines:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Enhancing tourism resources from a cultural, social, environmental, and economic point of view;
Adapting the urban environment to tourism by promoting universal accessibility;
Increasing the quality of the city’s tourist services;
Improving the existing tourism products and creating new products based on the innovative
exploitation of resources;
Raising awareness and involving the population and local agents in a culture of quality tourism;
Strengthening the competitiveness of the local tourism sector.

When comparing the action plan adopted by the Municipality of Granada with what we propose
in this paper, it becomes clear that there are some common points regarding urban planning and the
promotion of local business.
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