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ABSTRACT

News frames influence destination reputation. Research primarily focuses on social media impact
relative to destination reputation. Newspaper reporting is a major source of information which remains
a study area underexplored when assessing news media framing. This study fills the gap by analyzing
how newspapers from tourist generating countries such as China, USA, and Australia portrayed
reputable destinations like New Zealand’s and Singapore’s efforts to mitigate the COVID-19 pandemic.
The ProQuest library database was used to collect 192 newspaper articles. The software Qualtrics Text
iQ and Leximancer were used to track sentiments, identify themes and concepts correlating with
literature on tourism crisis management. Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic yields a negatively
lower sentiment value for New Zealand, than Singapore’s higher sentiment value. The contribution lies
in the relationship concept emphasizing shifts in destination reputation corollary to crisis management,
and to account for reputation fluctuations in media framework theory.

KEYWORDS: COVID-19; newspapers’ portrayal; sentiment analysis; government responses; crisis
communication; New Zealand; Singapore.

1. INTRODUCTION
An opinion column in the South China Morning Post newspaper reads:

Singapore was held up as the gold standard for virus containment, but it has proved to
be hollow. The pandemic has exposed the cramped and dirty dormitories provided to
migrant workers in Singapore, which enabled COVID-19 to breed and spread rapidly
(de Kressal, 2020).

Another opinion column in the 7ime magazine reads:

But New Zealand’s rise in the rankings is so much more than good geographic
fortune...the orderly way which New Zealand did so was admirable, accompanied
by Facebook Live videos by the country’s Prime Minister, Jacinda Adern. Now the
country is COVID-19 free (Bremmer, 2020).

These types of readings reflect the sentiments expressed in the newspapers as the pandemic
crisis waxed and waned after January 2020. The praise of one tourist destination and the
astonishment in the other’s failure to contain the COVID-19 pandemic does clearly indicate a
sentiment based on the mitigation efforts. This is even more true during a health-related crisis
such as COVID-19 that exposes tourists’ lives to risk and uncertainty.

To understand the relationship between media reporting of a destination’s crisis management
approach and the destination’s reputation that such reporting creates, we selected two popular
tourist destinations, New Zealand and Singapore, during the COVID-19 pandemic. New
Zealand has witnessed a steady increase in tourist arrivals, with over 3.8 million in 2019
(MBIE, 2018; Stats NZ, 2019). In fact, just before COVID-19 took a pandemic turn, New
Zealand’s Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (2018) forecasted 5.1 million
visitors by 2024 representing 34.21% increase. From the beginning, the country had very few
infections and seemed to be able to control the outbreak well. In fact, it was one of the first
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countries to respond swiftly to the crisis by controlling tourist arrivals, and by April, they were
already emerging out of the crisis whereas the rest of the world, Singapore included, was still
struggling to contain the virus.

Singapore, on the other hand, has enjoyed a flourishing tourism industry with its reputation as
a clean and green city-state with numerous man-made attractions, low crime, and glitzy tourist
landscape. Despite its small size and contrived tourist attractions, the island received over 19
million visitors in 2019, and an estimated 40—50 million transit travelers, earning more than
US$19 billion (Chee et al., 2020; Ramachandani, 2019). Initially it seemed to be able to control
the outbreak of infections, unlike other countries where the number of infections sky-rocketed
within a short time. However, Singapore was very slow to respond, and even advised its
citizens not to wear a face mask when the rest of the world was scrambling to manufacture and
import the item due to global shortage, and as a result, the infection rate shot through the roof
and no one talked about the island state bearing the “Gold Standard” after a while. As at April,
it had one of the highest infection rates in Asia.

Media reporting can positively or negatively shape a tourist destination’s image (Govers et al.,
2016; La et. al., 2020; Wang et al., 2015), and this can be in an organic or an induced manner
(Hanlan & Kelly, 2005; Mercille, 2005; Wang et al., 2015). Moreover, media reporting can
also strongly influence the perception of prospective tourists (Crouch et al., 2005; Santic et al.,
2016). Recent studies have analyzed the implications of media portrayals on the destination’s
image in times of sustained crisis (Glyptou, 2020; Kislali et al., 2020). These studies present a
long-term perspective that links the media images to prospective visitors’ travel intentions.
However, what remains underexplored is how short-term fluctuations in media portrayal are
correlated with the way a destination adopts mitigating measures in a period of crisis.

Studying and tracking sentiments on destinations’ crisis management approaches provide
useful data for policymakers regarding the destination’s reputation and mitigation strategies.
Given the influential role of the media, it is important for policymakers in destination countries
to pay attention to how mass media, other than social media, particularly from such tourist-
generating countries as the United States, China, and Australia, frame a specific destination’s
image (Altheide, 2020; Garfin et al., 2020; Loxton et al., 2020; McCauley et al., 2013; Smith,
2013). Newspapers are digitally accessible and information dissemination is instantaneous,
therefore media can affect the organic image of destinations (La et. al., 2020). Unlike studies
that measured tourists’ perceptions of travel destinations (e.g., Glyptou, 2020; Parrey, Hakim
& Rather, 2019; Wang, Xue, Wang, & Wu, 2020; Wu & Shimizu, 2020), this study examines
the portrayals of prospective tourist destinations’ crisis management approaches by newspapers
from tourist-generating countries.

We examine newspapers dynamic portrayal from tourist generating countries such as Australia,
China, and the USA corollary to the crisis management at prospective travel destinations, New
Zealand and Singapore. There exists a gap on studies that actually review news media framing
in relation to the sentiments expressed about destination countries’ crisis management
strategies (Chaulagain et al., 2019; Glyptou, 2020; Kislali et al., 2020; Liu et al. 2018). In



another words, as a consequence of the crisis management efforts, the newspaper reports
portrays the destination in either a positive or negative light.

In the survey of existing literature, the focus is on news media frames of destinations during a
crisis. Tourist’s perception of destinations safety is an area much studied and most of the
research are based on social media (Chaulagain et al., 2019; Govers et al., 2016; Liu et al. 2018;
Mizarchi and Fuchs; 2016; Zhai et al., 2020) rather than newspaper reports (e.g., Chen, Huang
& Li, 2020; Zou & Meng, 2020). Hence, the literature leads us to this research endeavour to
investigate news media framing during a pandemic crisis. The methods sections explain the
use of word clouds, sentiments analysis, and the purpose of tracking newspaper portrayal to
COVID-19 infection rates. A conceptual framework is derived from the findings that expresses
the dynamic relationship between newspapers’ sentiments portrayed in a fast-encompassing
COVID-19 pandemic that threatens the viability of travel destinations and the mitigation
strategies adopted by Singapore and New Zealand.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Organic, induced, and autonomous sources of information as secondary images influence the
perceived destination image (Frias et al., 2012; Phelps, 1986). Health risks are one of the major
travel risks (Jonas et al., 2011) that influence the destination’s reputation. For instance, the
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) epidemic in 2003 created a negative destination
image for Thailand, leading to a sharp decline in the number of travelers to Southeast Asian
countries (Promsivapallop & Kannaovakun, 2017). The Ebola outbreak also led to less travel
booking in Ebola-free destinations in West Africa (Mizrachi & Fuchs, 2016). Mizarchi and
Fuchs (2016) analyzed travelers’ online discussions on TripAdvisor associated with the Ebola
outbreak as well as the management strategies.

Tourist perception of destination safety is a multidimensional construct (Promsivapallop &
Kannaovakun, 2017) composed of functional, financial, health, physical, political,
psychological, satisfaction, social, terrorism, and time factors (Chew & Jahari, 2014; Lepp &
Gipson, 2003). Travel decisions are emotional and based on needs fulfillment (Japutra & Keni,
2020; Ribeiro et al., 2018). People with a motivation to travel may seek information that is
relevant to their travel needs from sources such as friends and relatives, travel guidebooks,
television travel channels, the Internet, and print and digital newspapers (Chiang et al., 2014;
Ho et al., 2016; Yeoman & McMahon-Beattie, 2006). Crisis management and media portrayal
are two significant areas that can further our understanding of the destination’s reputation
during a crisis.

2.1.Crisis Management and News Media

The Asia-Pacific Travel Association (PATA) defines the tourism crisis as “any natural or man-
made disaster that has the potential to affect the tourism industry” (Simone, 2007). A health
crisis certainly affects the flow of tourists into affected destinations (Mizrachi & Fuchs, 2016;
Mohammed & Tarik, 2020). Apart from findings on the impact of a crisis on tourists’ behavior
and destination image (Wu & Shimizu, 2020), the literature has also addressed how different
strategies have been applied with preparations for post-crisis development (Clark, 2016; Varelas
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& Apostolopoulos, 2020; Yeh, 2020). For example, businesses in Greece’s hospitality industry
introduced some mitigating measures against the impact of Covid-19. However, the research
findings by Varelas and Apostolopoulos (2020) revealed that a larger number of smaller
hospitality businesses were unaware or unprepared to adopt significant or effective strategies.
Crisis management in tourism research has been studied in terms of post-crisis impact (Perles-
Ribes et al., 2016; Perles-Ribes et al., 2018), policy approaches (Cakar, 2018) and preparedness
(Mikuli¢ et al., 2018).

The news media’s depiction of a crisis can also suddenly affect a destination’s pronounced
image. Crisis communication and control is one of the important issues within the area of crisis
management. The important role of media in disseminating information during a crisis
highlights the need for a crisis communication strategy (Zhai et al., 2020). According to
Avarham (2015) Middle Eastern countries used three media strategies which uses source,
message, and audience to repair the negative destination images arising from the Arab Spring
uprising. In a study employing different media including news reports on Sub-Saharan African
countries' response to protect the image during and post crisis, three approaches were adopted
through the multistep model, namely: 1. Cooperating with the news sources or direct denial of
access to media coverage. 2. Focusing on the positive aspects of the destination using
celebrities and denying the existence of a crisis and 3. Information on attractions targeting
audience interest (Avraham & Ketter, 2017). Since the sudden emerging crisis and slow
response appear to generate news reports that contains negative sentiments, a national approach
study is needed in tourism scholarship on ways governments better manage sudden reputation
fluctuations with better crisis communication (See also, Rasmussen & Merkelsen, 2014).

2.2.Destination Media Portrayal

Framing research refers to the “frames in communication’’ (Chong & Druckman, 2007, p.106).
The major premise of framing theory is that an issue can be viewed from a variety of
perspectives and be construed as having implications for multiple values or considerations
(Chong & Druckman, 2007). Media framing theories are divided into three categories of
formal, cognitive, and motivational theories (Gonzalez et al, 2005). These theories are used
when there are different responses to the gains (positive frames) and losses (negative frames)
(Gonzalez et al, 2005). A news frame is an ‘emphasis in salience of different aspects of a topic’
(De Vreese, 2005, p. 53). Media framing theory has been adopted in tourism and hospitality
studies that investigated the influence of message frames on destination attractiveness (Min et
al., 2013), hotel booking intentions (Spark & Browning, 2011), and travelers’ perceived risk
of a tourism destination (Kapuscinski & Richards, 2016). These highlights the importance of
message frames in destination management, especially during a crisis. Stepchenkova (2009)
introduced the dynamic destination image index (see also Stepchenkova & Eales, 2011) to
investigate the transmission of destination image. The results reveal that the image is dynamic
and changes over time due to negative and positive events at the destination. Travel risk is an
important factor that influences destination image and travel intention (Kozak et al., 2007). In
this regard, media portrayal emphasizes the way words are expressed rather than the
information they provide (Ogbodo et al., 2020). The study of image maintenance or promotion
during a crisis is rare (Avraham & Ketter, 2017). A recent study of global news frame coverage
of the COVID-19 pandemic suggests that news reports hyped the virus, causing fear and panic



(Ogbodo et al., 2020). Hence, the media framing theory allows for sentiments analysis to
understand the extent that words carries meanings and readers can attribute to a specific way
of thinking about the crisis (Chen, Huang, & Li, 2020).

The nature of crisis management, especially during an epidemic and pandemic suggests that
newspapers can carry sentiments that are reflective of the success or failure of the destination’s
mitigation efforts. Television news content was analyzed to understand the framing of the HINI
2009 threat to Australia (Fogarty et al., 2011). Similarly, in the United Kingdom’s newspaper
reporting on the Swine Flu of 2009 (Hilton & Hunt, 2011) and the HSNI Avian Flu of 2003
(Dudo et al., 2007), studies focused primarily on the dissemination of information to in-country
residents. In these three instances, the media tended to focus on the infection and death rates,
advisory for public calmness, infection/mortality rates, the spread of the virus, potential risks
for certain groups or individuals, and national assurances of the measures taken (Dudo et al.,
2007; Fogarty et al., 2011; Hilton & Hunt, 2011). These studies were published in science and
health-related journals. The theory underpinning the investigation diverges when studying
news from a tourist-generating country on the crisis management of a prospective destination.
News related to travel, transport, facility services, and travel safety are indeed of interest to
tourists.

Two important research questions emerge from the literature survey for the purposes of this
research paper:

1. How is a destination’s reputation reflected through newspapers portrayal during a pandemic
crisis? In a study of the Avian influenza health crisis, results indicated that newspapers
employed framing targeting government efforts, hence portraying the risks emanating from the
destination’s success or failure at containing the crisis (Choi, & McKeever, 2019). Through
content analysis of the newspaper articles that reported on Malaysia’s Movement Control Order
(MCO), a government initiative to restrict maximum movement of people, resulted in severely
portraying the country in a negative light (Razak, 2020).

2. Does there exist a relationship between crisis management and newspaper portrayal during
the pandemic crisis? News media is highly impactful in the destination image formation
(Jeannie & Tasci, 2019). However, in research studying the Ebola health crisis in Africa,
findings suggest that newspapers tend to be less fear creating in their reporting compared to
social media (Kilgo, Yoo, & Johnson, 2019).

Given that the tourism and media literature has strongly adopted social media as a method of
analysis (Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019; Sigala, 2011; Zhai et al., 2020), impact studies show that
the media influence tourists’ behavior and risk perceptions (Mizrachi & Fuchs, 2016;
Mohammed & Tarik, 2020; Yu et al., 2020; Zou & Meng, 2020). Little attention has been given
to the relationship between newspaper portrayals of destinations and especially with the way
in which the destination manages the crisis. Another new initiative underpinning this research
is the use of sentiment analysis, which has not previously been applied much in tourism studies
analyzing the news frame. Hence, this paper fills this gap in the literature by analyzing how the
sentiments expressed in newspapers shifts a destination’s reputation depending on the success
or failure of crisis management efforts.



3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Criteria for selecting countries

New Zealand and Singapore were selected as the primary destinations in this study. The
divergent responses by the two destinations allowed for a comparative study, especially as both
countries are popular destinations based on their own merits and due to safety and security.
New Zealand from the beginning had very few infections and seemed to be controlling the
spread of COVID-19 well. From the first reported case on 28 February, the New Zealand
government had depended on science and health professionals to introduce phases of controls
on social interaction and inbound travel (Anglemyer, Baker & Wilson, 2020; Wilson, 2020).
Within a short period of time, after 1500 infection cases and 20 deaths, on 23 March 2020,
New Zealand took an elimination strategy swiftly (Cousins, 2020; Cox 2020). This hard
strategy entailed a complete lockdown barring people from travelling in and out of the country
and a continuous testing scheme to identify communities at risk such as the elderly and health
care workers (Cox, 2020). Within five weeks community infection cases were completely
eliminated while quarantining returning citizens from overseas to achieve zero to near zero
from imported cases (Wilson, 2020). In fact, it was one of the first countries to respond swiftly
to the pandemic by controlling tourist arrivals. Whereas the rest of the world, including
Singapore, was still evaluating the threat, and doing contact tracing.

Singapore was selected because it was touted as the “gold standard” in the management of the
pandemic when the virus first reached its shores on January 23, 2020 (Kurohi, 2020). On 5
January 2020, Singapore had started temperature screening at airports soon after reports in the
media of the COVID-19 cases and by 23 January had a confirmed case from a tourist from
Wuhan (Wong, Leo & Tan, 2020). The city state had assiduously followed up with contact
tracing as an initial mitigating effort and had unwisely advised to its citizens to not panic and
not rush to wear mask necessarily in part due to lack of sufficient scientific knowledge in the
early part of spread (Ting, 2020). As the community spread became apparent and further
stricter measures needed, on 7 February 2020, the government brought the health alert level
from Yellow to Orange suggesting a serious outbreak. Contact tracing and implementation of
mask wearing and physical distancing as a rule and practice was imposed in public places (Ong,
2020). As a small and open trading economy, its dependency on global business connectivity
was a priority but not until much later when the many countries in the world were announcing
a lockdown and repeated number of clusters were found in the community, that Singapore
adopted a ‘circuit breaker’ approach on 7 April 2020. The government’s leadership though
slow compared to New Zealand, was also blind-sided by the sudden and huge number of
foreign labour community infections, which would take months before the numbers were
levelled in October 2020 (Abdullah & Kim, 2020; Wong & Yusof, 2020).

3.2 Criteria for selecting newspapers

Two criteria were considered for choosing the source of data collection specific to the time of
the pandemic crisis. First, at the time of the outbreak, infodemic was a common phenomenon
(Zarocostas, 2020) especially through social media, which is avoided in this study. So,
newspaper articles were selected as a source of information, since they have a uniform format,
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specified ownership, geographical impact, online accessibility, and precise dating
(Stepchenkova & Eales, 2011). Second, media coverage in the times of the pandemic brings
more than individual (autonomous) evaluation of the destination crisis management efforts,
reflecting a national political agenda than crisis reality may suggest (Avraham, 2020).
Therefore, data were collected from newspaper articles published in the top three common
tourist-generating countries for New Zealand and Singapore: China, Australia, and the United
States of America. Furthermore, all the available newspaper articles related to COVID-19 were
considered regardless of their political orientation.

Using the ProQuest newspapers database and online sites for Chinese newspapers, we collated
192 newspaper articles originating from Australia, China, and the USA from February 1, 2020
to April 30, 2020 (Table 1). The newspaper articles were meticulously and manually filtered
to identify those that mentioned New Zealand and Singapore and their respective management
of COVID-19. The number of newspapers articles approximately increased in the mentioned
countries followed the spread of the pandemic. This short period covers the time from the
discovery of COVID-19 and announcement to the world by China and includes the early
responses by both New Zealand’s and Singapore’s governments and the implementation of
lock-down measures.

Table 1. The number of newspaper articles from the tourist-generating market
Mentions of New Mentions to Singapore
Zealand
Market List of newspapers Feb Mar Apr Feb Mar Apr  Total
origins 2020 2020 2020 | 2020 2020 2020
Herald Sun, Great Lakes
Advocate, Newcastle Herald,
Sunday Age, Sydney Morning
Herald, Magnet, Tasmanian
Country, The Advisor, The
Australian, The  Canberra
Times, The Cairns Post, The
Courier, The Daily Telegraph,
The Gold Coast Bulletin, The
Herbert River Express, The
Mercury, The Morning
Bulletin, The Standard, The
Weekly times, Timaru Herald,
Weekend Australian
(English language newspapers)
China China Daily, China Briefing, 4 6 5 19 13 5 52
South China Morning Post
Christian  Science Monitor,
CNN Wire News, Concord
Monitor, Florida Times Union,
Honolulu Star, Los Angeles
Times, Sun Journal, Targeted
USA News Service, Telegraph- 0 6 21 0 3 16 46
Herald, The Daily Beast, The
Examiner, The New York
Times, The Wall Street Journal,
The Washington Post, USA
Today, Wall Street Journal

Australia

Total 4 22 49 29 43 45 192




3.3 Method of Analysis

Sentiment analysis is applied in this study to identify and categorize opinions expressed in
newspapers articles, especially to determine whether the media portrayal of COVID-19,
government responses and tourism-related topics is positive, negative, or neutral (Alaoui &
Gahi, 2019; Tao et al., 2019). Qualtrics text iQ was used as the analytical platform. This
platform identifies the sentiment around the tagged keywords, which are imported into the
system categorized by topics and parent topics. In order to determine topics as the basis for
sentiment analysis, the Leximancer software was used to mine the newspaper articles for
common themes and concepts. The extracted concepts were reviewed based on destination
reputation and health-related crisis literature in tourism studies. Consequently, four parent
topics and 12 topics were selected for sentiment analysis. Parent topics are COVID-19,
government responses, risk, and tourism. COVID-19 covers all related keywords that explain
the crisis. Government responses include crisis management using restrictions, control
measures, financial support, and social distancing. The risk parent topic is divided into social,
health, and financial risks. Finally, the tourism parent topic covers travel, transport, facility-
services, and travel safety. The sentiment of topics is reported by mean frequency percentage.
Thereafter, the relationship between the number of new COVID-19 cases in each country of
this study and the mean sentiment portrayed by newspapers was analyzed.

4. FINDINGS

The findings poignantly reveal that the destinations’ portrayal is dependent on the elimination
or mitigation efforts and severity of the COVID-19 pandemic reported monthly by the
newspapers. In this study, sentiment analysis is used to track trends over time by newspaper
coverage on New Zealand and Singapore. The results are shown in the bubble widgets (Figures
1 and 2). The size of the bubbles shows the frequency of newspaper articles tagged with the
parent topic. Each bubble represents a parent topic with detailed information on the frequency
of newspaper articles, mean sentiment of each parent topic, the breakdown of the sentiment for
the parent topic, and the list of topics. Figure 1 shows that all the parent topics reflected in
American, Australian, and Chinese newspapers are predominantly negative, with some positive
portrayals as well. The mean sentiment on Singapore for COVID-19, risk, tourism, and
government is —1.2, —0.8, —0.7, and —0.6, respectively. Although the range of sentiment for
newspaper articles varied from —9 to 9, the mean sentiment for Singapore was —2.88, with a
standard deviation of 3.96. The overall sentiment toward Singapore shows 74% of newspaper
articles reported negatively and 21% positively (Figure 1, Table 2).
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Figure 1. Newspapers’ Portrayal toward Singapore, February - April 2020

The sentiment analysis on New Zealand shows a slightly negative portrayal that is close to
neutral (Figure 2, Table 2). The mean sentiment of the parent topics of risk, COVID-19,
tourism, and government, respectively, is —0.5, —0.4, —0.3, and —0.2. The government received
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the least negative comments. Although the range of sentiments for newspaper articles varied
from —8 to 9, the mean sentiment for New Zealand was —0.51, with a standard deviation of
4.51. The overall sentiment on New Zealand shows 57% negative and 29% positive reports.
Comparing the results of the two destinations, New Zealand received less negative portrayal
from newspapers.

Table 2. Newspapers’ Mean Sentiment Summary

Destination Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation Variance Count
Singapore -9.00 9.00 —2.88 3.96 15.68 117
New Zealand —8.00 9.00 -0.51 4.51 20.33 75

Media attention on both destinations was mainly on government. The responses of the
destination governments to the crisis suggests the influence of the media on sentiment
depiction. An analysis of sentiment change over a three-month period was conducted to
identify media portrayal of government measures at the destinations. The key sentiment
changes from February 1%'to April 30" about Singapore and New Zealand are shown in Figure
3. Singapore received a more negative sentiment from the newspapers. More positive
comments were written on New Zealand’s COVID-19 response, especially with the highlight
on health risk. The sentiments on both destinations decreased, while New Zealand maintained
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Figure 3. Top Sentiment Depiction Changes for Singapore and New Zealand
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a higher mean sentiment. The greatest sentiment change in newspapers on New Zealand was
toward government responses, which shifted from —1.1 to +0.2. The risk factor for New
Zealand as a destination and other travel focus factors received more positive sentiment in the
newspapers by the end of this period. Singapore’s government continued to be depicted with
negative changes from March, reaching —0.9.

Furthermore, the trend of sentiment change toward Singapore and New Zealand is compared
to the number of new cases (New Zealand Ministry of Health, 2020; Singapore Ministry of
Health, 2020) in each country during the first quarter of 2020 (Figure 4). Figure 4 clearly
indicates a symptomatic relationship between newspapers’ portrayal of the destination’s crisis
management and the number of infections in both countries. Both destinations start off at about
the same number of COVID-19 cases reported mostly in February 2020. By March 2020, the
sentiment portrayal of both countries in the newspapers from China, the USA, and Australia
began to improve. Singapore was termed the “gold standard” bearer, only for that to change
after the truth was revealed of its inability to prevent the spread of the virus among its migrant
workers residing in cram quarters (Mokhtar, 2020). Mokhtar’s headline on Bloomberg aptly
describes the media sentiment starting to take a dive from mid-April onwards to a —3.5 mean:
“How Singapore Flipped from Virus Hero to Cautionary Tale” (Table 3).

600 0

0.5

@ 500 2
2 o
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= ©

3 400 = F:
> = 15 3
o = <
[a] = =}
3 % = 2 ¢
8 —| g
5 E -25 5
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— = 35
0 — = = 2
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=== SG COVID new cases NZ COVID new cases
media mean sentiment for SG media mean sentiment for NZ

Figure 4. Relationship between Sentiment Depiction and Number of COVID-19 Cases

New Zealand’s prompt response to ensure that no person caught the virus meant that an early
lockdown of the country was portrayed as a successful endeavor. From April 2020 onwards,
the number of cases in New Zealand dropped drastically, and the sentiment mean score started
improving from —3.5 in March to —2.8 by the end of April 2020. This move toward a positive
territory is also aptly depicted in an article in the National Geographic released on 30 April
(Gulley, 2020) titled, “New Zealand has ‘effectively eliminated’ coronavirus. Here is what they
did right.”
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Table 3. Sample of Extracted Texts from Newspapers

the government has forecast further
negative fallout from the coronavirus. We
certainly expect there to be an impact on
our economy, business and consumer
confidence this year, especially as the
situation is expected to persist for some

time...”
(South China Morning Post, 28 January.
2020)

Sen til(;l:entry Singapore New Zealand
To “...Some pointed out that Singapore was | “...But the real key to New Zealand’s success
positivity doing temperature checks daily as kids | appears to be an approach that could be applied
enter school. One tweet mentioned that | anywhere -- moving swiftly, testing widely, and
spotless Singapore was the cleanest city in | relying heavily on good science. Like many
the world...” countries, New Zealand had models that showed
(Newcastle Herald, 19 March. 2020) that a potential coronavirus outbreak could be
devastating if no action was taken...”
(CNN Wire News, 28 April. 2020)
“...At the Malaysian and Singapore | “...In San Francisco, “the entire international
airports [ travelled through, temperature | section of the airport was empty — except for one
checks were made, and hand-sanitising | flight to New Zealand, ...”
stations were everywhere...” (South China Morning Post, 20 April. 2020)
(The Age, 29 Feb.2020)
“...This is also what Singapore has done | ... New Zealand, the only developed economy in
— they’ve been quite effective in | the eastern time zone of the Southern Hemisphere
managing and limiting the transmission of | to suppress the virus...”
this virus in that country....” (The Age, 25 April.2020)
(The Australian, 19 March. 2020)
To « In Singapore, which last year | “... New Zealand is also temporarily banning
negativity recorded its lowest growth for a decade, | foreign visitors...”

(The Wall Street Journal, 14 April. 2020)

Or

“...In New Zealand, Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern shut down tourism and introduced the
country's highest, level 4 lockdown measures in
March during which offices, schools and non-
essential services including bars, restaurants, and

playgrounds were shuttered...”
(USA Today, 17 April. 2020)

“... Singapore’s hotel sector is expected
to take a significant hit from the Covid-19
outbreak in the short-term and recover just
as quickly as after Sars in
2003...disruption from the outbreak on
Singapore’s  hospitality  industry is
expected to be short-lived even though the
impact might be deeper in the near

term...”
(South China Morning Post, 19 February.
2020)

“... Mr Bolden predicted there would be a lift in
domestic travel and travel to New Zealand
sometime afterwards but was cautious that might
not be until next year. He said he was also worried
domestic travellers were more inclined to book
online themselves, although he was optimistic
there would be some bounce back...”

(The Standard, 22 April.2020)

“... A recent spike in imported cases has
threatened the success of Singapore s
containment measures, while authorities
have been tightening border controls so
the health care system would not be too
taxed...”

(South China Morning Post, 23 March. 2020)

Meanwhile, thousands of tourists caught out by
this week s self-isolation rules and lockdown in
New Zealand also faced a challenge to adapt. Some
on-tourist visas were dealing with the financial
setbacks of a longer-than-scheduled travel period,
while others on work-holiday visas were
scrambling to find jobs and accommodation. Some
travellers struggled to return home due to flight
cancellations and international travel
restrictions...”

(South China Morning Post, 26 March. 2020)

Table 3 illustrates the positive and negative sentimental values expressed by newspapers on
the respective ways Singapore and New Zealand handled COVID-19. These findings are
reflected in our sentiment analysis tool in Figure 4.
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5. DISCUSSION

The immediate and drastic measures taken by New Zealand at an early stage was favourably
published in the newspapers of Australia, China and the United States of America. Clearly, this
indicates a salient reading based on the actual stringent elimination efforts resulting in the
successful containment of the COVID-19 virus incidences. Likewise, Singapore’s initial
dithering on the type of measures to adopt and a cautious wait and see approach, cost it negative
sentiments expressed in newspapers published in major mentioned markets.

A Conceptual Approach

Drawing from the research findings, Figure 5 illustrates that the translation of (un)successful
crisis management by destinations can be framed by the newspapers in the tourist-generating
countries positively and negatively.

Destination Crisis Management Strategy
(Varelas et al., 2020; Yeh, 2020; Ritchie & Jiang, 2019; Clark, 2016)

Successful Mitigation Efforts Unsuccessful Mitigation Efforts

| Reported by Text Media in l
rist Generating Cou

Existing Positive Destination Image
(Wu & Shimizu, 2020)

Safety, Security, Accessibility, Travel Ease, Travel Advisory

l Media Pandering on Travel |
W

Media Sentiment
(Zou, & Meng, 2020; Kapuscinski & Richards, 2016)

Positive Sentiment Negative Sentiment

l Short Term Portrayal

Media Portrayal of Travel Destinations |

(Glyptou, 2020; Kislali et al., 2020)

Figure 5. Destination Crisis Management and Media Portrayal

This represents three key elements: the destination’s crisis management strategy outcome, the
effect of news portrayal, and focus on travel concerns. Thus far, much of the literature has
focused on the demand side, meaning the impact of social as well as mainstream text media on
tourists’ behavior. Negative sentiments emerge when a destination’s crisis management fails,
and when the strategy is successful, the sentiments and portrayals about the destination tend to
move in the positive direction. Despite all the good reputation of a destination, newspaper
reports can move parallel to the direction of the crisis management outcomes within a short
period of time. Media framing theory addresses tourists’ perceptions of risk based on media
portrayal of a destination’s crisis management strategy and threat level (Kapuscinski &
Richards, 2016). Prospective tourists depend on a number of news sources to gain a sense of a
destination’s image (Govers et al., 2016). Avraham and Ketter (2017) highlight the fact that
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destinations use three groups of strategies to promote their images during and after tourism
crises:

“(1) source-focused strategies (media cooperation and media relations,
physical/economic threats and media blockage, and internet use as an alternative
source), (2) message-focused strategies (ignoring the crisis, negative image
acknowledgement, scale of crisis reduction, counter-message delivery, association with
well-known brands and celebrities, tackling the crisis and the spin of liabilities into
assets), and (3) audience-focused strategies (patriotism and personal/national heritage,
and target audience change)” (p. 780; see also Speakman & Sharpley, 2012)

In contrast, with the COVID-19 pandemic, governments instead closed borders and disallowed
international flights. Maldives is one of the most unusual destinations that offered quarantine
for tourists (Steinmetz, 2020). As discussed earlier in the literature review, restoration or
mitigation efforts on bad publicity, alert us to an audience approach, news sources approach
and messaging (Avraham & Ketter, 2017). Engaging the literature, we may have to consider a
fourth option, postponing promotional efforts of the destination’s image until the crisis is
resolved. During this period, monitoring the messages delivered in the newspapers can be
useful to understand media framing and implement public relations to repair any negative
sentiments expressed.

6. CONCLUSION

The results highlight the importance of successful crisis management and a quick response in
maintaining a destination’s reputation. New Zealand had one of the strictest lockdowns in the
world, which led to the declined number of new cases below 10, in less than a month form the
first alert in the country. Most cases in the country were imported so closing its boarder to all
non-citizens and residents was a prompt solution and may have contributed to more positive
news portrayals within all four sentiment clusters of this study. Although other countries like
Singapore applied the lockdown strategy, it took months to get the situation under control. The
success of New Zealand relies on their early response to target the elimination strategy.
Initially, unlike other countries where infection rates sky-rocketed within a short time,
Singapore appeared to be containing the outbreak. However, it was very slow to adopt
mitigating measures that other countries around the world were adopting; initially, it even
discouraged its citizens to wear face masks when the rest of the world was scrambling to
manufacture or import them due to global shortage. As the numbers of new infections soared
to hundreds in daily reporting, public officials in Singapore and abroad dropped their views of
the country as a “gold standard” bearer. By April 2020, it had one of the highest infection rates
in Asia. These findings demonstrate the importance of crisis management commensurate with
the destination’s reputation portrayed by the news frame. Particularly, the results of the tourism
cluster sentiment highlight the association between health crisis management and tourism.

This study provides a better understanding of the role of destination crisis management and
communication in news framing. Methodologically, the use of sentiment analysis allows for an
understanding of the way tourist generating markets news media reports about a destination’s

15



health crisis and its management. This study contributes to media framing theory in the tourism
context by investigating the frames production during a pandemic crisis, confirming the
association between crisis management and news media portrayal. The results highlight the
significant role of crisis management in the process of media framing formation. One of the
theoretical implications of this research applies to the crisis management strategies as an
indicator of sentiments framed by news. The assumption here, is when media framing contains
a lot more negative portrayal the outcome of those sentiment expressed will have a negative
reputation for the destination. The relationship between media framing and the level of positive
and negative sentiment expressed by the newspapers is a way to understand the narrative
portrayed by the newspapers. This is confirmed in our finding that the negative sentiment
expressed in newspapers was higher for SG and lower for NZ based on the media sentiment
analysis. Therefore, theoretically the relationship between newspapers reporting and the
mitigation efforts are presented through expressed sentiments that carry meaning resulting in
the destination’s portrayal.

The media response can be temporary or fundamental based on the severity and nature of the
crisis (Potter, 2011). In that sense, observations of destination marketing require a concerted
effort in re-presenting, even during a pandemic, a challenge that is recognizably not too easy
and calls for further research on ways in which tourism authorities can ascertain the situation
and mount a confidence-building campaign on the outcomes of the crisis management
approaches.

Crisis communications is important now more than ever with media (traditional and new)
increasing the exposure of the crisis by adding to and creating this exposure. The portrayal
generated by the newspapers is an important factor in the way a destination is depicted in the
tourist-generating country (Stepchenkova & Eales, 2011). This study found that New Zealand
and Singapore were depicted in an acceptable mean range, but soon fell, —0.51 for the former
and —2.88 for the latter, underlining the importance of crisis management, crisis
communication, and destination presentations by the media. The sentiments extracted from this
newspaper coverage analysis show clearly that shifts in destination image can indeed parallel
the (un)successful crisis management and communication, as in the cases of New Zealand and
Singapore.

Given the understanding that the success or failure of a destination’s crisis management and
communication strategies can be noticed by a tourist-generating country’s newspapers,
destination policy makers must be mindful of being fully involved in mitigating the pandemic
crisis while at the same time being able to feed tourist-generating countries with positively
packaged news. This is easier said than done, because during the heat of a crisis, destination
policy makers are often more concerned with containing and eliminating the spread of the
infections than in focusing on how the international media are consuming and arbitrarily
disseminating the reality.

Governments and tourism sectors are two of the interested parties of the news frames. The
outcome of this research also suggests that policy makers, responsible for managing the
international messaging and public image must seriously consider communication through

16



newspapers as reflective of the extent mitigation efforts of the crisis is successful. A successful
management of media framing can lead to reduced damage of a destination’s reputation during
the crisis. One way of reducing the amount of negative newspaper’s portrayal is to emphasize
proactive crisis communication strategies. Finally, crisis communications strategies should
include public relations and media communication on a timely manner to avoid any negative
sentiments.

7. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES

This study does not discuss responses to control and minimize the negative effects of news
frames during crises. What should the government and industry do during negative news
framing? Future research is needed to develop emergent media management strategies and
practical outcomes to counter the negative effects of news frames. This research is also limited
by its short duration of three months. The results may differ for longer periods of crisis. The
research focused on traditional newspapers. An aggregation of sentiments combining
traditional media and social media could also be analyzed to understand the compass of
awareness related to the destination’s position during a crisis.

The qualitative approach of sentiment analysis also presented some limitations. Future research
could conduct a quantitative approach to test the correlation between the number of new cases
and the number of newspaper articles and/or sentiment analysis. Again, the results of this study
are based on a sample of two countries; future research with a larger sample size may increase
the generalizability of the results.

Finally, there is also a need to identify the extent to which some destinations mold the national
newspaper coverage to spread negative messages against most popular destinations with the
aim of promoting domestic tourism flows (or inhibit those directed to the most popular
destinations). Such a study would also be helpful in relation to the actual outcomes of the
managerial implications and strategies implemented to manage the crisis.

Future studies conducted with a cross-sectional study approach to the relationship between
media portrayals and destination crisis management strategies can be relevant to an in-depth
comparative study of the newspapers and social media sentiments. Since the newspapers are a
social institution where national forces coalesce over a hyped topic, so too are social media,
where many individuals or groups of individuals either anonymously or as identifiable
individuals express their sentiments. An aggregation of sentiments combining news from
newspapers and social media could also be analyzed to understand the compass of awareness
related to the destination’s position during a crisis.

The value of this analysis is quite stark, given that we now understand the importance of a
successful crisis management strategy and quick response, especially during a health pandemic,
can benefit a destination’s good reputation. This can indeed be a useful point of reference to
understand the sentiments presented to the public in the tourist-generating countries that shape
the outcome of travelers deciding on their plans.
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