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Resumen 
 

El uso de tecnologías de la información y redes sociales ha modificado la manera 
en que la gente comparte y obtiene información sobre productos y servicios. Este 
cambio también ha tenido lugar en la industria turística, cuyas empresas y 
destinos son especialmente sensibles a las críticas y opiniones de los viajeros. 
Instagram es una de estas redes sociales donde se comparte y publicita 
información sobre temas diversos. En ella, se pueden utilizar hashtags, que son 
percibidos como una herramienta para crear comunidades de publicaciones y 
usuarios girando en torno a un mismo tema. En este sentido, este estudio tiene 
por finalidad analizar, mediante el uso del software Gephi, las redes semánticas 
de los hashtags utilizados por 6 cuentas de Instagram que comparten 
publicaciones relacionadas con viajes a Sri Lanka. Además, también se quiere 
examinar si hay una relación entre las ciudades más visitadas y la cantidad de 
hashtags utilizados que contienen su nombre; así como saber si los hashtags 
dan algún indicio del tipo de turismo que se puede realizar en el país. Los 
resultados confirman, principalmente, que hay diferentes tipos de hashtags, 
según su finalidad y significado; y que se utilizan para complementar la 
información proporcionada por las fotos y vídeos publicados. 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 

The use of information technologies and social networks has modified the way 
people share and obtain information about products and services. This change 
has also taken place in the tourism industry, whose firms and destinations are 
especially sensitive to the reviews and opinions made by travellers. Instagram is 
one of such social networks in which information about many topics is shared and 
publicized. On it, hashtags can be used and are seen as a tool to create different 
communities of posts and users about one same topic. This study is aimed at 
analysing, using the software Gephi, the semantic networks of the hashtags used 
by 6 Instagram accounts that make travel-related posts about Sri Lanka. Besides, 
the purpose is also to see if there is a relationship between the most crowded 
cities and the amount of hashtags used which contain its name; as well as to 
know if the hashtags give a hint about the types of tourism this country holds. The 
results confirm, mainly, that there are different types of hashtags depending on 
their purpose and meaning; and that they are used in order to complement the 
information given by the pictures and videos of the publications. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

It is clear that, nowadays when someone wishes to make a trip not only looks for 
information and recommendations from family and friends but also broadens its 
information source by using online references such as review websites or social 
media. With no doubt, the increasing use and evolution of information 
technologies have caused a very important modification in the way consumers 
interact with each other and with the brands. Therefore, currently the shopping 
experience is not how it was prior to the technological revolution and that it is in 
a constant change. (Vázquez et al., 2014) 
 
Years ago, when someone was travelling had just little information about what he 
was going to visit and had, maybe, seen few pictures. However, nowadays before 
travelling people know perfectly what they are going to find in the destination and 
have seen pictures of everything they are going to visit.  
 
Instagram is one of the best social networks to look for information about 
destinations. Although initially it was not created for this purpose, nowadays it 
has a big community interested on the travel-related content that share, 
comment, like and follow profiles and publications about different destinations, 
ways of travelling and even firms from the travel industry. 
 
Social media and its hashtags allow to keep people and firms communicated 
whenever and wherever they want. All this has lead to a big progress in the 
tourism industry, since it has allowed to make tourism more accessible to 
everyone. It has also meant a big and positive economic impact for countries that 
previously didn’t receive much tourists and were, somehow, unknown. Thanks to 
the promotion of its charm and culture, they have nowadays become important 
tourist destinations. 
 
An important feature of Instagram is the possibility to use hashtags in the texts of 
its publications. This allows to put together all the pictures and videos related to 
a same topic and to create a community of publications and users interested on 
the same subjects. These hashtags are not written randomly but have a purpose 
and a certain way of being used. As a consequence, they create a whole 
semantic network which can be analysed and from which information can be 
obtained. 
 
Something to take into account when making the analysis is that not everyone 
travelling to a destination uses social networks, share their experience on Internet 
or use hashtags. Some people can even share his experience on social media 
but, as he has a private profile, those who are not followers cannot see their 
opinion. 
 
Therefore, social media is important to enhance tourism and create an image of 
the destinations. For this reason, companies are increasingly present in such 
networks and using hashtags to promote their products and services. The 
analysis of such hashtags allows to comprehend their paper in the creation of the 
destination image. 
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1.1. Reasons for following travel accounts 
 

The generalisation of social media has created an atmosphere where consumers 
are very sensitive and loyal to the recommendations made by the social networks’ 
accounts they follow. That is why, day by day, the use of travel guidebooks and 
traditional publicity is less useful than social media accounts whose main 
thematic is travelling. (Barbe et al., 2019) 
 
The role of Influencers or accounts focussing on trips may be to publicize 
destinations that, until that moment, were little known by many people, creating 
interest and, therefore, enhancing the tourism in that areas. The reason is that 
they are seen as close and expert friends. (Barbe et al., 2019) Many people who 
follow influencers know an important part of their lives or, at least, they believe 
so. 
 
It is also remarkable that the governments and other travel institutions – such as 
tourism offices – have realized this new tendency into the use of Internet and 
have created official accounts where they promote their destinations. Also, they 
have increasingly hired Instagram influencers in order to better transmit the 
message they want to share. (Barbe et al., 2019) This is the case of one of the 
Instagram profiles that will be analysed, called “@destination_srilanka”, which is 
the official account of the Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion Bureau. During several 
years, this institution, has made an important promotional campaign with several 
travel bloggers and journalists from all over the world. The promotional program 
was called “Feel & Share So Sri Lanka” and its purpose was to raise awareness 
and fruitful thoughts about the destination. In order to spread knowledge of this 
new campaign they created several hashtags which they used in all their 
publications. (@destination_srilanka (Sri Lanka), n.d.)  
 
The benefit of using social networks to make marketing campaigns by travel 
agencies, airlines and hotel firms, among others, is that pictures are more easily 
memorized than a simple text. Therefore, the use of social networks centred on 
pictures is a very good promotional tool. (Barbe et al., 2019) 

To sum up, in the last years, travel books have given way to the creation of 
countless Instagram accounts focussed on the experience of travelling or specific 
destinations. Currently, people trust more the fellow social network users than 
traditional publicity. For this reason, firms and travel authorities have joined the 

new technologies - and specially Instagram - to communicate with their clients. 

2. TOURISM IN SRI LANKA 
 
Sri Lanka is an island State which is located in the south of Asia, in particular, in 
the south east of India, from which it is separated by the Palk Strait. In fact, it is 
commonly called the “drop of India”. 
 
Tourism has been extremely conditioned by the evolution of the political situation 
of the country. 
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After it became independent from Great Britain in 1948, during the 70s a feeling 
of nationalism started to raise among the population, which part of those living in 
the North of the island – the Tamils - didn’t share. Such nationalism lead to the 
desire of the group called Liberation Tigers of the Tamils Eelam to become 
independent and ended up with a civil war beginning in the 80s. For 30 years, 
multiple terrorism acts, guerrilla fighting and battles took place, even harming the 
human rights of the Sri Lankans. Finally, in 2009 the civil war came to an end and 
the country began to evolve. 
 
In its beginnings, the tourism industry was focussed in the south of the island with 
the “sun, sand and sea” market. Between 1970 and 1980 it increased about 21%, 
but between 1980 and 2009 – and due to the civil war – it kept stable between 
400,000 and 500,000 international visitors per year. 

The tourism industry in Sri Lanka has been heavily marked by the intern conflicts 
between the Sri Lanka government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam. An 
example is the attack made by the Tamils to the Bandaranayake International 
Airport of Colombo in 2001 as well as many other terrorist attacks, that meant a 

drastic fall on the number of international tourists. 

Although tourists were not the target of the Tigers of Tamil, one of the 
consequences of the war was the damage of the country infrastructure which was 
essential to develop the tourism industry. Some specialists though that between 
1983 and 1989 the situation caused by this conflicts heavily damaged the number 
of visitors from worldwide, estimating an annual loss of 10% in the tourism 
industry (Buultjens et al., 2016). Some other researchers ensured that in the 
period between 1983 to 1995, Sri Lanka lost more than 1,000 million potential US 
dollars. This is not surprising as one of the most important things to consider 
when travelling is the perception of safety. The risk of being in a country where a 
civil conflict was taking place, influenced the tourists deciding not to visit the 
destination. Something that also called into attention about the perception of 
safety was the Tsunami in 2004, that affected many other Asian countries and 

resulted to an enormous decrease in the number of tourists. 

Despite the conflict, the number of visitors between the beginning of 1990 and 
the end of the conflict kept constant. This was because tourists were not directly 
in contact with the war, which was taking place especially in the northern and 
eastern areas. However, the individual attacks were commonly done in areas 
visited by tourists – the southwest area close to Colombo – and, consequently, 
they were directly affected. In spite of these events, tourism was able to recover 

rapidly through publicity campaigns done by the government. 

Since the end of the Civil War, the number of tourists increased considerably, 
which was seen by the Government as a motivation to make improvements to 
recover this economic sector. In fact, the tourist guidebook Lonely Planed 
nominated Sri Lanka as the number one destination of 2013. Another factor that 
could help to improve the tourism industry was the expansion of the middle 
classes and wealth in India, China and Middle East that could be future 
international visitors. 
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Year Europe Asia 

North 
America 

Australasia 
Middle 
East 

Africa 
Latin 
America & 
Caribbean 

2009 196,433 174,534 24,948 26,068 23,741 1,549 617 

2010 292,378 244,124 40,216 37,290 37,540 2,308 620 

2011 364,459 333,841 49,057 46,467 57,501 3,614 1,036 

2012 445,464 380,289 59,236 57,776 56,169 5,045 1,626 

2013 546,732 509,653 65,616 60,836 80,509 8,081 3,166 

2014 633,160 650,810 72,653 65,252 88,991 12,163 4,124 

2015 700,900 822,272 84,943 71,672 101,066 12,899 4,628 

2016 804,504 938,697 98,376 83,851 107,635 12,144 5,625 

2017 842,868 962,395 104,375 92,003 95,581 12,703 6,482 

2018 1,017,861 966,731 129,492 125,069 71,636 14,873 8,134 
Table 1 Number of tourist arrivals. Adapted from (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2019) 

Table 1 shows that the total number of tourist arrivals increased year by year 
passing from 447,890 in 2009 to 2,333,796 in 2018. From 2009 until 2013 most 
of the tourists came from Europe – passing from 196,433 tourists to 546,732 - 
followed by Asia – passing from 174,534 international visitors to 509,653 -, 
instead between 2014 and 2017, the Asians were those who visited Sri Lanka 
most – from 650,810 tourists to 962,395 - and after them the Europeans – from 
633,160 visitors to 842,868 -. However, in 2018, the positions changed again 
being Europe in the first position with a total of 1,017,861 people visiting the 
island, and Asia in the second position contributing with 966,731 tourists. 
Regarding Australasia, the number of tourists increased gradually year by year 
but never got to reach the quantity of tourists coming from Europe and Asia. It is 
also remarkable the important increase of tourist arrivals from Middle East and 
Africa between 2012 and 2014. Finally, the regions sending less tourists have 
always been Latin America & Caribbean, although they have also grown. 

The domestic tourism was seen as an opportunity to explode since the end of the 
war and, in fact, there are some destinations such as Kataragama – a city of holy 
pilgrimage for the Buddhists, Hindus and Vedda Indians of Sri Lanka – which are 
being increasingly visited by Sri Lankans. However, the Government is aware 
that if the number of international tourists increases, the prices of hotels will rise, 
and, therefore, domestic tourists will not be able to afford traveling within their 
own country. That’s why the government is seeking a way to promote 

international tourist arrivals while ensuring the increase of the domestic tourism.  

In spite all the positive data, the tourism industry is also facing some problems. 
For example, the fact that there are many employees who are employed in other 
countries overseas, where they can earn a better wage than in Sri Lanka and still 
be able to send money to their families. In order to face this issue, the government 
is offering more and more trainings in the different sectors of the tourism industry 
to its inhabitants. (Buultjens et al., 2016) 

Since the end of the civil war - in 2009 - Sri Lankan Government has upgraded 
the infrastructures – road, rail and air facilities – and has made a project to make 
more improvements in order to boost trade and tourism. In the case of the road, 
the aim is to improve the rapid connectivity from Colombo to the rest of the island 
by building several expressways as well as luxury busses. Regarding air, the 
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expansion of the Bandaranaike International Airport and the opening of a new 
international airport. In the area of rail, restarting the Yal Devi Express to connect 
Colombo and Jaffna, as well as extending the rail network all over the country 
including the coastal area. About the ports, the aim is to convert the Port of 
Colombo into a reference port in South Asia as well as creating a port city with 
luxury services and infrastructures. Apart from that, other objectives are the 
improvement of the Hambantota and Trincomalee ports. (Singh Mann & Goel, 

2014) 

Therefore, although the existence of tourism in Sri Lanka is historic, the civil war 
definitely harmed its evolution. However, since 2009, this is one of the industries 
that has grown the most, which is positive since it is directly related to the 
construction. In fact, tourism has become one of the main economic sources of 
the country together with agriculture. 

3. THE ROLE OF HAHSTAGS IN THE TOURISM INDUSTRY 

Since the generalization of the use of mobile phones’ cameras and the easiness 
to upload pictures and videos on social media instantly, the communication about 
destinations has changed. (Sued, 2018). Currently, pictures are not a way to keep 
memories anymore, but a way to send messages and communicate. (Sued, 
2018) 

Nowadays, virtual social networks are used by a big part of the population to 
share information about their experiences and to search for information and 
knowledge about destinations. In fact, particulars are one of the most important 
content generators and exchangers in social media. (Fondevila Gascón et al., 

2018) 

Brands are aware of the importance of this information flow on Internet and use 
it to communicate with their potential clients. When firms make Instagram posts, 
they usually use hashtags that are related to the content of the post and also 
hashtags that generate the desired emotions and feelings in order that the 
campaign works (Fondevila Gascón et al., 2018). In social media marketing, the 
use of influencers or celebrities as well as the use of hashtags helps the 
consumer associate the brand or product to a person they know and trust. This 
allows advertisements to be more effective and encourages the consumer to 

follow the brand or buy the product. (Fondevila Gascón et al., 2018) 

Consumers decide which brands they want to buy at according to the values they 
show online. For example, consumers who want to travel at low cost around 
Europe will follow the airline company Ryanair on social networks, while those 
who want to travel worldwide with a higher comfort will follow Emirates. Social 
media allows to join people from all over the world with the same interests or 
needs and brands which can satisfy such needs. (Fondevila Gascón et al., 2018). 

As it is always said, it is proven that retaining a customer is much less costly than 
attracting and making loyal a new one. Therefore, it is very important for firms 
and tourism organisations to make sure their clients are satisfied.  
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Customer satisfaction is the difference between what the tourist expected about 
his travel and what he really experienced. The trip sellers play a very important 
role here, since, depending on how they interpret and understand the needs and 
wants of the client, they will sell them a product or another one. When the value 
obtained from the trip is more than the effort made to make that trip – above all 
in terms of time and money -, the tourist is satisfied. 

Tourists with a positive balance between their expectations and their experience, 
i.e. satisfied customers, will share good reviews and will recommend the 
destination or company both to their close friends and family and through Internet 
– via social networks or web pages -.Tourist satisfaction has direct implications 
on profit generation, loyalty and travel repetition. (Jalilvand & Heidari, 2017; 

Shafiee et al., 2016) 

To sum up, the use of hashtags in social networks are one more tool used to 
communicate and to create emotions and feelings on the users. For brands, its 
use together with the use of influencers, enhances the effectiveness of 
promotional campaigns. Furthermore, they are also a useful tool to know the 

consumers’ needs and expectations and, therefore, make customers satisfied. 

3.1. The use of hashtags 
 

The use of hashtags in social networks has increased as the use of social 
networks has evolved. 
 
A hashtag is the union of a hash followed by any combination of letters and/or 
emoticons without white spaces. Most of them are created by social media users 
individually and when these are repeatedly used in a large amount of 
publications, they become popular and they get to join more users to the subject 
of the hashtag (Salazar, 2017). In fact, when a person is writing a hashtag, he 
can choose between using a pre-established one – created by someone else and 
already being used by other users – or to create a new one. Usually when writing 
a pre-established hashtag, the publication reaches a bigger number of users than 
when creating a new one.  
 
Its purpose is to create groups of messages based on the topic of such 
messages. They are commonly used in online social networks as Twitter and 
Instagram (Mineseok et al., 2016). Hashtags allow to make topics, matters or 
events widespread known by the users of such social networks. “They are always 
blue, which indicates the possibility of clicking on the hyperlink” (Budnik et al., 
2019, p. 3). When doing so, one can see, the group of messages containing the 
hashtag, i.e. all the publications in which such hashtag appears. It is also possible 
to discover new hashtags related to that one and broaden the knowledge about 
the topic being investigated. 
 
Therefore, hashtags are a way to connect information and people all over the 
world on social networks. 
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3.2. The origins of the hashtags 
 
Although some people may think that hashtags are something of recent creation, 
they aren’t and actually, its use began more than 50 years ago. 
 
In 1964, Howard Eby and Lauren Asplund – engineers of Bell Labs – started to 
use the character # in communications and they call it “octotherp”.  

When they were created, the touch-tone keypads didn’t include the symbol # nor 
*.The layout shown in 1963 at the World Fair in Seattle had 12 keypads – which 
included the # and * -, but as at that moment, non-numeric characters were not 
used, they decided to remove 2 keypads and leave only 10, corresponding to the 
numbers from 0 to 9. Both such characters were introduced some years later and 
they were used for specific purposes when calling. 

From the early 80s, the symbol # started to be used to share information and 
communicate in the long distance through different systems such as the Internet 
Relay Chat (IRC) which used the “#” character in order to identify channels. The 
use of IRC increased during the First Gulf War. During the invasion of Kuwait by 
Iraq, the radio and TV transmissions ended up and the only way to communicate 
with others in real-time was using the Internet line that was set up into Kuwait. 
During the war the two channels “war” and “peace” were the most active. 
According to several investigators, that period of time was the moment when 
there were more communications between people in different parts of the World 
through IRC. Furthermore, some people compare the use of IRC during the First 
Gulf War to the function that Twitter had during the Arab Spring protests, which 

allowed to easily spread the situation of the affected countries all over the world.  

From the early 2000s, as new ways of communication emerged and the use of 
Internet disseminated, IRC experienced a deep decline in the number of users. 

(Salazar, 2017) 

In conclusion, hashtags have always allowed communication between people far 
away and, although now they are used in any type of banal conversations, they 
have been key in important moments of the history. 

3.3. The resurgence of the hashtags 

As the new technologies emerged and social networks were created, hashtags 
came back. 

In Twitter the first hashtag was used on the 23st of August 2007, more than one 
year after its creation. It was used by Chris Messina, a technologist from San 
Francisco, who, through his blog and Twitter, suggested to use the symbol “#” to 
create groups of messages. The hashtag he suggested, and therefore, the first 
one on Twitter was #barcamp (see Figure 1). He thought that the use of hashtags 
would help people to follow and participate in conversations about a particular 
topic creating a network of keywords that users could join if they were of their 
interest. In fact, in the beginning of Twitter, the creators considered adding the 
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possibility to create groups of people who shared the same interests among 

which to communicate and exchange information (Salazar, 2017). 

 

Figure 1 First hashtag in Twitter. From (Petrus Mudoy, 2020b) 

Hashtags were firstly used in the marketing field by the company Land Rover. 
They made a Twitter campaign for the 2009 New York Auto Show, with which 
they started to use the hashtag #LRNY (the abbreviation of Land Rover New 
York). Many publicists liked this idea, and people started to tweet positive reviews 
together with the hashtag #LRNY. 

Later, in April, the first hashtag conversation was created by the company 
PepsiCo, who used the hashtag #PepTrends as part of their marketing campaign 
(Salazar, 2017) 

Shortly after that, Twitter created an advertising platform to make promoted 
tweets. This allowed the firms to know the degree of influence of their publications 
by assessing the reach they had among the potential consumers. To do so, the 
amount of people that had reacted to a tweet was assessed. (Salazar, 2017) 

New hashtags appear continually, some are not much used and, therefore, 
disappear or get replaced rapidly. However, others become extremely popular 
among virtual communities and have been used in countless publications, 
because they consist of a word that defines well a theme and connects a big 
amount of people. 

The users that create a hashtag, and therefore, first adopt the use of such 
hashtag can be both part of a small or a big community or network. If they belong 
to a small community which is not related to other ones, the hashtag won’t be 
used many times and its use will be subject to the size of the community. 
Therefore, it will be difficult and long to get to become that hashtag popular. 
However, if the hashtag comes from a large community – for example a marketing 
campaign or an event – the hashtag will easily become known and will reach a 

lot of people (Salazar, 2017). 

That is the case of the hashtag #tbt, meaning “throwback Thursday”. It initially 
appeared as something spontaneous but rapidly became one of the most popular 
hashtags on Instagram. The reason of this hashtag was that every Thursday, 
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people posted very old pictures of themselves on their account adding in the text 
#tbt. But, as has happened with other very popular hashtags, there is people that 
uses it without knowing its meaning and that’s why when looking up for pictures 
with this hashtags many of them are not old pictures nor posted on Thursdays. 
(Redacción EC, 2019) 

When someone posts a picture on Instagram, he is allowed to use of one or more 
hashtags in the description of such picture. They cannot include punctuation 
marks but if someone wants to convert a sentence into a hashtag, it can be 
separated by capital letters or underscores. It is also common to make 
abbreviations of sentences in order to have a shorter hashtag, that is the case of 
the hashtag #ootd, which means “outfit of the day” and is used to post pictures 

showing the clothes a person wears that day. 

Initially, the usefulness of hashtags was to describe the text or picture it was 
related to, however, nowadays, it has become an important part of the publication 
which has its own application (Budnik et al., 2019). In fact, initially it was usual to 
write hashtags in the beginning or in the end of a text. In that case, the hashtags 
used could be viewed as the topics of the text or words that had a relation with 
such text. Nevertheless, it is more and more common to use the hashtags inside 
a sentence as part of the text. This explains how common and important hashtags 
are in the daily life of social network users that they have become part of their 

vocabulary. 

Budnik, Gaputina and Boguslavskaya classified the hashtags used on Internet 
into four categories:  

- Descriptive hashtags: they share information about events, phenomena or 
persons. They can be subclassified into countless topics such as 
technology (#Instagram, #computer, #car), firms (#nike, #apple, #zara), 
food (#pizza, #cookies, #salad, #avocado) 

- Emotional hashtags: they are used by people who want to share their 
feelings in a social network post (#happy, #sad, #blessed, #lucky) 

- Communication hashtags used to attract attention to the account and 
increase the number of followers and likes: #follow4follow, #followback, 
#ootd, #tbt 

- Identification hashtags: used by corporate accounts to group their 
publications in order to reach more public, as well as to publicise events, 
promotions, etc. (Budnik et al., 2019, p. 2). That’s the case of one of the 
accounts that will be analysed later called @destinationsrilanka, which 
posts most of its pictures using the hashtags #SoSriLanka, #SoNatural, 
#SoAdventurous, #SoSpiritual, SoWild, etc. In this way, it has all the 
pictures classified according to different topics and their followers know 
that if they want to check the pictures regarding a certain topic, they just 
have to look for that hashtag. 

Therefore, the use of hashtags in social networks has evolved and gained 
importance, becoming an important communication tool to gather people that 
have the same curiosities. 
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3.4. Motivations for hashtagging 

When hashtags started to be used in Twitter, its purpose was to organize different 
ideas. However, as its use has become popular and has extended to other social 
networks such as Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn and many others, 
their usefulness has been expanding and they no longer serve to only organize 
ideas. 
 
According to the study made by Rauschnabel, Sheldon and Herzfeldt, nowadays 
there are ten things that motivate social media users to employ hashtags in their 
posts. 1) Amusing, which indicates the aim of social media users to be 
humorous, to entertain their followers in order to generate them positive feelings 
by using funny words. In fact, many people use social networks to have good 
moments and be entertained. 2) Organizing. It is the initial purpose of the 

hashtags and it still keeps being one of the reasons to use them. It is the fact of 
structuring the content of the social media and facilitate the search of information 
about one same topic. 3) Designing, which concerns about making attractive, 
innovative and genuine posts. That is, creating visual appealing content in order 
to create one own’s identity on social media. 4) Confirming, which is the aim of 
being part of the norms and practices stablished by a group of friends, followers 
or users in the network. 5) Trendgaging, that is the mix between “trends” and 
“engaging”. It consists on the desire to make posts, of popular things happening, 
on social media, by using trending hashtags. Much of the people who use 
hashtags due to this motivation do it because they want to have a belonging 
feeling to a specific group of people – usually a popular one related to the hashtag 
-. 6) Bonding, which is the desire to manifest the belonging to a close circle of 

friends. Within this group of friends, they use specific or even invented words 
created from the experiences they have lived together and that only they 
understand. 7) Inspiring, which consists of motivating and influence others to 
make posts based on what they see on the others posts’. That's why some 
accounts and hashtags are known for being a source of inspiration. 8) Reaching, 
which concerns about sending a message to as many people as possible who 
are interested or are part of a same topic. This motivation leads the issuer to a 
sense of recognition and acceptance within a group of people. 9) Summarizing, 

refers to the use of hashtags as an overview of the post. It is useful in order to 
know what a post is about and, depending if the topic is interesting for the reader, 
decide whether to keep reading or not. 10) Endorsing. It is about using certain 
hashtags that have been created to stand by a specific brand, cause, event or 
other things of the interest of the issuer. The reason for this motivation might be 
the desire to be identified as part of that brand, event, etc or the sense of social 
responsibility regarding that cause. Regarding the later motivation, a good 
example is the current use of the hashtags #coronavirus or #COVID19 in many 
different social media and by many people – such as actors, politics, journalists, 
models, and particulars - in order to let other users know that they are aware of 
the situation and that they support the health emergency which is being 
experienced in the last months. (Rauschnabel et al., 2019) 
 
As it has been explained, people may have different feelings, purposes and 
motivations when deciding to use a hashtag and sometimes more than one of 
these motivations at the same time. 
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3.5. Research question 
 

There are different motivations that encourage a social network user to use 
hashtags which depends on the type of account the user has and on the 
personality of the owner of such profile. For this reason, the purpose of this study 
is to answer the question: Do the hashtags give extra information about the 
publications? Or are they just a tool to reach more users and, thus, more likes, 
followers and comments? 
 
Information technologies and social networks have changed the way consumers 
buy in the last years. Furthermore, it has been proven that, promotion of 
destinations, products and services are more effective when made by influencers 
or, even, by fellow social networks’ users, than when made by brands. That is 
why this study tries to answer the question: Do the hashtags have a real influence 
on the choice of the destinations by the travellers? 
 
Furthermore, hashtags are not usually written on their own, but with others. As 
some of them have wider or narrower meanings, depending on how they are 
combined, they can send different messages. For this reason, this study is aimed 
at answering: How do hashtags relate with each other in order to give a message 
about the destination? Which is the semantic network of hashtags? 
 

4. METHODOLOGY 

 
To make this study six Instagram accounts focussed photographs and videos 
from Sri Lanka were taken into consideration. The aim of the study was to analyse 
the semantic network of the hashtags used in the publications of such accounts.  
 
There are multiple types of networks that show the relationship between different 
elements – which can be of multiple nature -. In this study, is about a “semantic 
network” due to the fact that, the elements analysed in order to discover their 
relationship, were the hashtags of certain Instagram accounts – words were being 
analysed -. The aim of this type of networks is to better understand how people 
interact with each other about one theme, in this case about Sri Lanka, and 
discover different points of view. 

In the graphic representation of a network there are both nodes or vertex and 
edges. In order to understand the semantic network, it was important to know 
what they stood for. In the one hand, the nodes or vertex represent all the 
hashtags found in the publications of the 6 Instagram accounts analysed. In the 
other hand, the edges are all the relationships or connections between different 
nodes. Nodes or vertex are represented by circles from which, different branches 
arise – the edges – and arrive to other nodes connecting them. Thus, an edge 
between two nodes, means that the two nodes - representing two different 
hashtags - were found in the caption of one same publication. (L.Hansen et al., 
2020)  

The most important indicator when analysing a semantic network is the “degree 
centrality”. It is a centrality measure which reflects the amount of direct 
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“connections linked to a vertex” (L.Hansen et al., 2020, p. 40) or node, taking into 
consideration that all the hashtags are equally important. The degree a hashtag 
had depended on the number of hashtags it was related to – the hashtags found 
in a same publication -. It is a popularity measure which allows to reveal which 
are the most used nodes – hashtags – of the network being analysed. A hashtag 
could be both in the centre of the network, meaning it was connected to many 
others, or at the skirts of it, when it was connected just to a few number of 
hashtags. Therefore, the higher the degree of a hashtag, the more central the 
node was and the more connections with others it had. (Golbeck, 2015; L.Hansen 

et al., 2011, 2020) 

In conclusion, the aim of this study was, in the one hand, to analyse the 
relationship between the most visited countries and the popularity of their 
hashtags. And, in the other hand, analyse the semantic network of the hashtags 

taking into account the degree of centrality. 

4.1. Instagram and hashtags 

Instagram is an application and social network,whose main characteristic is that 
it is based on the publication of pictures and videos in different formats and with 
different filters. These are shared with fellow users of the app who might be 
known or unknown people. Another characteristic is that it is not a bilateral social 
network but a unilateral one. This means that person “A” may follow person “B”, 
but person “B” doesn’t necessarily need to follow person “A”. Therefore, the 
relationship between followers and people following show the influence that 
accounts may have on the network. (González Méndez, 2018; Tolentino, 2012) 

Instagram was created by Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger in San Francisco 
when they decided to focus their project into photography. In October 6, 2010 the 
app called Instagram, was launched. (Tolentino, 2012) Initially it was only 
available for IPhone and IPad but thanks to its fast growth it was soon launched 
also for Android (in 2012) and Windows Phone (in 2014). 
 
In November 2011, Instagram introduced the hashtags in the text of the pictures. 
Their aim was to create a network through which users could interact with pictures 
of the same themes and reach more likes and followers. Instagram was not the 
first social network introducing hashtags, Twitter and Facebook were already 
using them. Their introduction allowed to be aware of the different perceptions 
Instagram users had about a specific subject or keyword, such as a destination, 
an event or a brand. (González Méndez, 2018).  
They also introduced the possibility to put filters to the pictures before posting 
them; and, that same year, the social network was awarded as the Apple’s “App 
of the Year” (Tolentino, 2012). 
 
In 2012, Instagram had reached 30 million users.  These could upload just 
pictures and had the option to apply filters before sharing them. That same year 
the app was bought by Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of Facebook, for 1 billion dollars 
and from that moment it started to change substantially. They also created the 
app for Android phones but those with low capacity were not able to download 
the app. 
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In 2013 Instagram launched the possibility that brands paid for sponsored posts. 
This was the beginning of the - nowadays very common - marketing in social 
networks. They also allowed to upload bigger pictures and 15-second videos, 
which was already possible in other social networks and was perceived as a 
means to be up to them. (Ivan, 2018).  
In December, they launched Instagram Direct, which was the possibility to send 
private messages between profiles. That year they also introduced the possibility 
to tag a profile int a picture when posting it. 
 
In 2014, they launched the app for Windows Phone and allowed all types of 
Android phones to have it. They also introduced the video ads and several stand-
alone Instagram apps, which worked as complements to Instagram and allowed 
the user to have a better experience and take pictures with different effects.  
 
In 2015, changes in the posts happened: the possibility to see widescreen videos, 
advertisers could buy carrousel ads – a combination of images that the users 
could swipe and be redirected to the firm’s webpage -; and when making a post, 
users could share locations.  
 
In 2016, firms could have a business profile, which allowed them to see the 
analytics of the content they were sharing – the reach of their publications 
analysed through the number of likes, comments, times shared -. It had a good 
reception and a few months after its launch, 200 profiles were business.  
In March, the 15-second video was extended into 60 seconds. In June, Instagram 
Stories was launched; it was the possibility to share pictures with the followers 
that would disappear after 24 hours and, a few months later, they also allowed to 
share small videos. Such photographs and videos could have filters, GIFs and 
emoticons. Nowadays, they can be kept in the Story Highlights, which work as 
folders where the owner of the account can keep the Stories in order that 
everyone can see them after 24 hours of their publication. Each account can have 
different "Story Highlights" which can label according to the type of information 
they contain. 
That same year, Instagram also changed his logo into what it is now. They kept 
the design of a camera, which characterizes the application and shows which is 
its main element; but they betted for a more simple and colourful design. 

 
Figure 2 Instagram Logo before and after. From (Lee, 2016) 
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In 2017, they allowed to make a post with several videos, which made a post with 
videos lasting up to 10 minutes. Skippable ads in Stories were introduced as well 
as the option to add stickers, GIFs and much more to these posts. Also, the 
Instagram mode was created, which allowed users to react to posts, send 
messages, follow and unfollow profiles, etc, without Internet connection and, 
once the user had internet it would take effect. 
 
In 2018, Instagram introduced the Instagram portrait mode, which diffuses the 
background of a picture or video. They also introduced IGTV, which means 
Instagram TV. It consists of the possibility to create a channel associated to the 
Instagram profile where to upload long videos of up to 10 minutes. It works very 
similarly to the YouTube channels; in fact, many influencers decided not to upload 
videos on YouTube anymore and focus on IGTV. During that year they also 
created the option to tag the products of a picture and redirect that tag it to the 
firm’s webpage.  
 
In 2019, Instagram Shopping was released, which allows to buy a product directly 
from the app without the need to go to the brand’s firm. Many firms rapidly joined 
this novelty. (Instagram, 2012; Ivan, 2018; Tolentino, 2012) 

In order to use this social network, people need to have the app downloaded in 
their phones, computers or tablets and have an account.  

The app for mobiles has 4 main screens with different uses: 1) The user’s profile, 

which can be public or private. If it is private, it can be seen only by the user itself 
and by his followers; while if it is public, apart from the user itself, it can be seen 
by any Instagram user – being a follower or not of that account -. Here one can 
see the profile picture, the number of publications – pictures or videos uploaded 
to the social network-; the number of followers; and the number of accounts the 
user is following. In addition, it is possible to write a little description of the profile. 
Furthermore, all the publications made by the user and the publications in which 
the user has been tagged – by himself or by others - also appear in this screen. 
And lastly, there is the possibility to add Story Highlights. 2) The “Activity” screen, 
which can be seen just by the owner of the account. In case of having a private 
profile, the user can see the “follow requests”. Furthermore, no matter the privacy 
of the profile, all the owners can see the latest reactions to his posts – likes and 
comments -; as well as the people who mentioned him in a comment or tagged 
him on a post; number of pictures the user liked within a short period of time which 
contained the same hashtag – such as “You liked 3 posts tagged #srilanka this 
week” - ; the posts you did that same day but years ago; and a suggestion of 
people the user may want to follow. 3) The “Explore” screen, where users can 
see many different pictures and videos – both from posts, stories and IGTV - of 
people who have a public profile. In this screen there are different sections 
according to the topic of the publications that appear. The first one - the one that 
appears as a user presses the “Explore” button – has mixed pictures and videos 
of very different topics. In the other sections, publications are classified according 
to being: IGTV, Shop, Decor, Travel, Architecture, Art, Nature, Style, TV&Movies, 
Music, Beauty, DIY, Auto, and Comics. People can enter these posts and react 
to them – like, comment, share and save it in their profile -. From the post, users 
can also enter the profile of the user who has made the post and see his other 
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posts as well as following the profile. In this screen users can also search other 
accounts, hashtags, places and have a list of the items the user has searched 
recently. 4) The “Home” screen is the screen that appears as the user opens the 

app. Here there are all the stories made by the user’s followers – the stories that 
the user has not seen yet appear in a pink circle which disappears once he 
watches it – as well as all the publication made by the followers; people can react 
to these posts and stories. From this screen it is also possible to send direct 
messages to the followers and make stories – directly from the camera or from 
the pictures of the mobile phone -. (Instagram) 

Therefore, since its creation, Instagram has evolved a lot and grown in terms of 
improvements, popularity and number of users. Through this unilateral social 
network, hashtags allow to group pictures and videos from a specific topic 
published by different people from all over the World and allowing publications to 
reach a big amount of users. 
 

4.2. Sample of Instagram accounts 
 

To make the study 6 Instagram accounts focussed on pictures and videos from 
Sri Lanka were analysed. To choose the accounts that would be studied, different 
characteristics and elements were taken into consideration. 
 
When someone looks for inspiration about trips on Instagram, he looks for 
accounts which name contents the destination they want to visit. For this reason, 
one of the requirements to choose the accounts that would be analysed was that 
its name comprised the words “Sri Lanka”. Also, in order to ensure that the 
accounts were real ones, with influence among the users interested on travelling 
and not fake accounts, the relationship between number of posts, followers, likes 
and comments in the publications were also taken into account. It is also 
remarkable that most of the publications of these accounts are pictures and 
videos taken by different people – usually travellers - who send their shots and 
recordings to the accounts they follow in order that they publish them. 
 

The first account was @srilanka, which posted its first publication on 8th March 
2013 and made the first post using hashtags on 29th March 2013. It had 805 
publications in total and 180k followers (by 18/2/2020). This account makes both 
publications of pictures and videos and also Stories, which are saved according 
to the nationality of the person that sends it. From this, it can be confirmed that 
they have followers from many different nationalities and, therefore, they reach a 
lot of public which is one of the aims of this type of accounts. 
 
Regarding the second account, it was called @destination_srilanka, its first 
publication was made on 7th January 2016 and since its beginning it used 
hashtags on its texts. It had 1221 posts and 35.2k followers (by 18/2/2020). It is 
the official Instagram account of the Sri Lanka Tourism Office and that is the 
reason why most of the publications are promotional pictures or videos with 
interesting information about the destination. From the description of the profile, 
it is possible to access its website where many more information about the 
destination can be found. This account is very active posting photographs, videos 
and Stories. The first publications uploaded were shots and recordings taken by 
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travellers but, since 5/11/2018 all the posts are more formal, since they consist 
of professional promotional pictures and videos, most of them with its logo which 
is more characteristic of an official account. 
 
The third account was @wonderlust.srilanka, whose first publication was made 

on 15th March 2016. Since its beginning in all the publications only one hashtag 
was being used – it was #wonderluststilanka – but on 23rd August 2016 more and 
different hashtags started to be used. It had 797 posts and 83k followers (by 
18/02/2020). This account published just pictures, not videos nor Stories and it is 
the Instagram profile of a website dedicated to share information about the island 
as well as selling different tours. 
 
@explorerssrilanka was the fourth account. It was the most recent account of 

all the analysed ones and its first publication was on 2nd October 2018 which 
already included hashtags. It had 271 posts and 6961 followers (by 18/02/2020). 
Most of the publications in this account were pictures – there were just few videos 
- and all of them had in common the first hashtag which was #srilanka. The 
account is also active making Stories which saves in the Story Highlights 
classified according to its topic – beaches, waterfalls, wildlife -. 
 
The fifth account was @feelsrilanka. Its first publication was on 10th April 2017 

and since the beginning hashtags were used in this account. It had 2158 posts 
and 4.9k followers (by 18/02/2020). Publications were both of pictures and videos 
and, furthermore, different dimensions of the country were shown. This account 
is also active making Stories which save at Stories Highlights classified into 
topics. It is related to two other accounts called @hotels.srilanka – which is based 
on hotel reviews – and @traveltvsrilanka – cantered on videos of the island -. 
 
Finally, the sixth account was @srilankatravelgram. It was also a recent account 

since its first publication was made on 20th August 2018 and it already included 
hashtags. It had 550 publications and 20.2k followers (by 18/02/2020). This 
account had not posted any video since that moment and it was focussed on 
photographs and Stories which were kept classified by cities. In the Bio, the link 
of its own webpage is available, which contains information about the most visited 
cities of the country as well as interesting things to do and visit in those cities. 
 
Therefore, all the accounts had different characteristics and they started to use 
hashtags in different moments of times. However, they were all focussed on Sri 
Lanka and had an important influence on the users of the network. 

 

4.3. Methods 
 
In order to make this study, the main centre of attention were the hashtags used 
by the already specified accounts related to Sri Lanka. 
 
Once the accounts that would be analysed were selected, the analysis started by 
collecting all the hashtags used by each account until the 18th February 2020 in 
different excel files. In order to ease the work, each file corresponded to one 
account, it contained the number of the publication with its corresponding date 
and all the hashtags used in the text of that publication. 
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After that, two different types of analysis were conducted, therefore, two different 
procedures were used. 
 
For the first analysis, the aim was to see the relationship between the cities with 
the highest influx of tourists and the popularity of the hashtags containing their 
names. Also, investigate if hashtags could give some hint of the type of tourism 
that was characteristic of each city. In order to do so, a survey from the Tourism 
Industry Report of the third quarter of 2019 made by Sri Lanka Tourism 
Development Authority was used, which showed the most visited Sri Lankan 
cities by the international tourists surveyed. In the one hand, the most visited 
countries according to this report were written down together with the number of 
respondents that had visited that city. In the other hand, in an excel file, it was 
analysed the number of times the name of each of the most visited countries 
appeared in a publication of the Instagram accounts and with which other 
hashtags they appeared in the publications. The aim was to check if a relationship 
between the number of hashtags and the popularity of the city or place of 
attraction could be stablished.  
 
For the second analysis, the objective was to see how often each hashtag 
appeared in the network and with which other hashtags they were connected to. 
In order to do so, the information was analysed both for each Instagram account 
and for all the accounts as a whole making reference to the 25 more used 
hashtags of each account and of all the accounts analysed together. The large 
number of different hashtags used in all the accounts made it necessary to use 
the software Gephi, which is a software for the analysis and display of networks. 
In order to use this software, it is necessary to import the list of the nodes to be 
analysed – i.e. the hashtags – and a list of the edges which reflect the 
relationships between the nodes, which were made using an excel file. After that, 
the software created a complex network of hashtags, in which, the more quantity 
of nodes and edges existed, the more complex the network was. In order to know 
the hashtags that were connected the most to other ones, i.e. the most popular 
hashtags, the already mentioned “degree centrality” measure was taken into 
consideration. 
 
To sum up, the aim of this study was to realize two different types of analysis of 
the semantic network related to the hashtags from the 6 accounts. To do so, the 
main tools used were the Instagram application, the software Gephi and several 
excel files. 
 

5. RESULTS 
 

Taking a look into the list of hashtags collected from the 6 Instagram accounts 
analysed, it can be observed that they can be compound of only numbers 

(#2016); only words (#SRILANKA); only emojis (#🇱🇱) or a union all of them 
(#1stKumbalPerahera; # beachlife🇱). Furthermore, the most used language for 
the writing of hashtags is English, but there are also few of them in other different 
languages such as Spanish, German, French, Swedish, Dutch, Japanese, 
Russian, Persian and Korean. 
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In terms of their meaning, there are hashtags which have a wider meaning and 
could be found in other types of Instagram profiles, even not related to travel. This 
is the case of #fun, #explore, #We or #laugh. However, some other hashtags 
have a more accurate meaning and make reference to things that could be done 
in the island or that are characteristic from the country, such as #nature, #surf, 
#buddhist or #ninearchesbridge. Finally, there are also hashtags that make 
reference to the country or to a place from Sri Lanka, which is the case of 
#SRILANKA, #ella or #Sigiriya. Writing these hashtags alone, probably, don’t 
have much sense but when there are several of them, they create a message. 
 
In this section, the hashtags of all the publications will be analysed according to 
their meaning, relationship and importance. The analysis will be made both for 
each account individually and for the 6 profiles as a whole. 
 

5.1. Relationship between crowded places in Sri Lanka and its 
popularity on Instagram hashtags 

 
It is clear that some cities in Sri Lanka are more visited by tourists than others. 
Furthermore, many of the hashtags used in the six accounts analysed are names 
of different places in the island. In order to know if the spread of the hashtags has 
enhanced the popularity of the cities among tourists, the relationship between the 
most visited and the most hashtagged cities in the country is analysed. 
 
According to the survey made to 9,348 international travellers in Sri Lanka, 25 
cities are found to be the most visited by tourists in the third quarter of 2019. In 
the one hand, in Table 2 there is the ranking of most visited cities of the island 
with the number of respondents that visited them  during their holidays. In the 
other hand, in Figure 4, there is a map with different numbers which correspond 
to the position of such cities in the ranking and their location in the geography of 
the county (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, n.d.). 
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Position Location 

Nº 
respondents 

visiting (out of 
9,348) 

 

1 Colombo city 3,857 

2 Kandy 3,485 

3 Galle 2,768 

4 Sigiriya 2,319 

5 Nuwara Eliya 2,290 

6 Dambulla 2,054 

7 Negombo 2,050 

8 Unawatuna 1,400 

9 Pinnawala 1,324 

10 Polonnaruwa 1,289 

11 Hikkaduwa 1,199 

12 Anuradhapura 1,318 

13 Yala park 1,216 

14 Adams Peak 1,133 

15 Udawalawa Park 1,058 

16 Minneriya Park 1,001 

17 Horton Plains 833 

18 Nilaweli 854 

19 Jaffna 840 

20 Rathnapura 651 

21 Arugambay 655 

22 Passikudah 612 

23 Vilpaththu 564 

24 Sinharaja Forest 538 

25 Kithugala 535 

Table 2 Most visited places. Adapted from (Sri Lanka Tourism 
Development Authority, n.d.) 

Note: information got from http://www.sltda.lk/node/764  

Figure 3 Most visited places. Adapted from (Sri Lanka 

Tourism Development Authority, n.d.) 

 

 
From Figure 3 it can be observed that the most part of the visited places are 
grouped in the same areas. They are located especially from the centre of the 
country to the southwest and close to the capital, Colombo. Among these, there 
are the top 10 most visited cities. In the centre there is Kandy (in 2nd position), 
Sigiriya (in 4th position), Nuwara Eliya (in 5th position), Dambulla (in 6th position), 
Pinnawala (in 9th position) and Polonaruwa (in 10th position). Regarding the south 
Galle (in 3rd position) and Unawatuna (in 8th position). 
 
It is also remarkable that in the north there are very few tourist attractions since 
there, some of the least visited countries from the list can be found, which are 
Vilpaththu (23rd position), Nilaveli (18th position) and Jaffna (19th position). This 
fact might be a trace of the reality of the tourism industry lived during the Civil 
War which officially finished in 2009. The most affected area during the war was 
the north, in fact, in that location there are still some tensions related to it, which 
may be the reason why still just a few tourists visit it. Safety is one of the main 
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requirements when choosing a destination, and no one desires to travel to a 
destination where safety is uncertain. 
 
In order to ease the work, the analysis is centred in the ten first cities from the 
previous table. In Table 3, these 10 locations and the number of times they have 
been hashtagged according to the findings of the analysis made to the 6 
Instagram accounts can be found. The hashtags were counted both if they were 
exclusively the name of the city – for example, #Colombo – and if they were the 
name of the city and some other word – for example, #beautifulcolombo -.  
 

Position in terms 
of nº of hashtags 

Location Number of # 

1 Galle 525 

2 Sigiriya 469 

3 Kandy 420 

4 Colombo 343 

5 Unawatuna 316 

6 Negombo 218 

7 Nuwara Eliya 166 

8 Pinnawala 62 

9 Dambulla 60 

10 Polonnaruwa 46 
Table 3 Number of hashtags containing the name of a city. Own creation. 

As it is normal, the most visited city is Colombo, the capital. Most of the tourists 

arrive at Bandaranaike International Airport, which is the most crowded airport in 
the island and 30km away from Colombo. A lot of tourists spend their first or last 
days of holidays visiting the capital in order to be close to the airport.  
 
However, in terms of frequency of hashtags use, Colombo is located in fourth 
position. An explanation to this could be that people don’t visit this city in order to 
see the tourist attractions it has but simply because it is the capital. As a 
consequence, people may not post pictures or videos about it on Instagram. The 
name of Colombo appears up to 343 times in the publications of the accounts 
analysed and it is written in the following 12 different types of hashtags: 
#beautifulcolombo #Colombo #colombo #ironman703colombo #colombostyle 
#thingstodoincolombo #igerscolombo #colombocity #colombofashion 
#colombostreetstyle #colombolife #nationalmuseumcolombo. The hashtags 
used are from very different topics and describe very unlike features of the city 
such as a sport event (#ironman703colombo), the charm of the capital  - 
#beautifulcolombo, #colombostyle, #colombolife - or even tourist attractions  - 
#nationalmuseumcolombo, #thingstodoincolombo -.  
 
The second most visited place is Kandy, which is very well known for its historical 
and cultural heritage. In that city is located one of the most important Buddhist 
temples in Sri Lanka, the Temple of the Tooth, since it contains the Sacred Tooth 
Relic of Buddha. Related to it, there is also a very famous summer festival called 
Kandy Esala Perahera. It takes place between the months of July and August 
and holds a huge number of both Sri Lankans and tourists.  
 

https://www.lonelyplanet.com/sri-lanka/colombo/transport/transportation-travel-services/bandaranaike-international-airport
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Regarding the hashtags, the word “Kandy” appears in 420 of the hashtags 
analysed and up to 19 different hashtags include the name of this city, which are: 
#KandyPerahera2019, #Kandy, #kandysrilanka, 
#visit_kandy_srilanka, #EllaToKandy, #thingstodoinkandy, #kingdomofkandy,   
#kandytoella, #kandy, #kandyanhistory, #kandytoellatrain, #kandyroad, 
#kandylake, #kandybotanicalgardens, #traveltokandy, #kandylake, 
#KandyPerahara, #LakeKandy, #kandyellatrain. Among these, some refer to the 
famous festival  - #KandyPerahera2019, #KandyPerahara -, some to the natural 
attractions  - #kandybotanicalgardens, #LakeKandy, #kandylake -, and others 
refer to the famous train going from Kandy to Ella  - #EllaToKandy, #kandytoella, 
#kandytoellatrain -.  
 
The third most visited city is Galle, which is famous for its fortified ancient city as 

well as for its lighthouse. It was declared World Heritage Site by Unesco for its 
charm, with plenty of colonial and majestic buildings, elegant cafes and boutique 
hotels.  
 
Regarding its popularity according to the hashtags, it is in the first position with a 
total of 525 hashtags located in the posts analysed. Also, there is the word “Galle” 
in the following 11 different types of hashtags: 
#galleliteraryfestival #gallesrilanka  #gallecricketstadium #thingstodoingalle  
#gallefacegreen #GalleToMirissa #gallesrilankafort #galle #Galle #galleface 
#gallefort. These allude to different cultural activities - #gallecricketstadium, 
#galleliteraryfestival -, historic heritage - #gallesrilankafort, #gallefort -, or to 
general information about the city - #thingstodoingalle, #gallefacegreen,  
#Galle -. 
 
In the fourth position of most visited places there is Sigiriya. It is also a World 
Heritage Site by Unesco and is famous for its fortress located at the top of a 200-
meter-high rock.  
 
Taking into consideration the hashtags of the accounts analysed this city is 
located in the second position, its name appears 469 times and in 20 different 
types of hashtags. It is the city that has more different hashtags, including just 
the name of the city - #Sigiriya, #sigiriya, #sigiriyasrilanka, #sigiriyavillage -; 
making reference to the rock and fortress - #SigiriyaRock, #sigiriyafortress, 
#lionsrocksigiriya, #sigiriyarock, #sigiriyarockfortress, #sigiriyarockview, 
#sigiriya_rock, #sigiriyamuseum, #sigiriyalionrock -; to the nature - 
#sigiriyajungles -; to hotels - #sigiriyahotel, #hotelsigiriya -; and others - 
#sigiriyakingdom, #sigiriyalady, #sigiriyacitadel, #sigiriyafresco -. 
 
The next place if terms of number of visitors is Nuwara Eliya, which is located in 
the high lands. It is also called the Little England due to its English characteristic 
look with colonial bungalows, wooden hotels, wonderful gardens and tea fields.  
 
Regarding the hashtags it is located in the seventh position appearing with up to 
6 different hashtags in a total of 166 posts. These hashtags are: #Nuwara 
#NuwaraEliya #nuwaraeliya #nuwara_eliya 
#travelnuwaraeliya #beautyofnuwaraeliya. All of them make reference to the 
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name of the city and the most visited or recommended attractions within the 
country. 
 
Following that, the sixth most visited place is Dambulla which is one of the so 
called “Ancient cities”. This city is famous for its numerous caves, its market and 
the Golden Temple which is characteristic for having an enormous golden 
Buddha at the top of the building.  
 
Taking into consideration the hashtags, it is in the ninth position appearing in just 
60 hashtags from all those analysed. 6 different types of hashtags containing the 
name of the city can be found, which are: #Dambulla, #dambullatemple, 
#DambullaMarkets, #dambullacavetemple, #dambullaroyalcavetemple, 
#dambullarockcave. All of them make reference to the most visited things of the 
city – the market, the caves and the temple -.  
 
The seventh place in terms of tourist affluence is Negombo. It is very close to 
Bandaranaike International Airport – just at 10km away – and, for this reason, 
many tourists visit it at the end or beginning of their trips. It has also a big beach, 
but it is not the best one on the island, therefore almost any tourist visits the city 
to enjoy its beach.  
 
Regarding the hashtags, Negombo is in the sixth position, being present in 4 
different types of hashtags and in 218 posts. All of the hashtags give general and 
wide information about the city and are #negombo #negombolagoon 
#NegomboBeach #negombosrilanka. The fact of being few types of hashtags 
makes us conclude that in this city it is not possible to see many tourist attractions. 
 
Following, Unawatuna is the eight most visited location by international tourists. 
It is famous basically, by its wonderful beaches with crystalline water, palm trees 
and big quantity of lodgements and restaurants. Furthermore, it is close to the 
very popular city Galle.  
 
Looking at the hashtags analysed, it is in the fifth position, with just 2 different 
types of hashtags. These two describe what can be seen in the city - the beach 
– and are: #unawatuna #unawatunabeach. In spite of this, the hashtags are very 
used – found in 316 publications – which insinuates that, although being famous 
basically for its beach, it is crowded of visitors. 
 
In the ninth position there is Pinnawala which is famous basically for having an 

elephant orphanage. For this reason, most of the publications with a hashtag 
containing this name, show elephants.  
 
From the accounts analysed, not many posts use the name of the city as a 
hashtag – just 62 of them – and that is why it is in the eight position. Also, it has 
just 4 different types of hashtags which all make reference to the elephants. They 
are the following: #Pinnawala #pinnawala #pinnawalaelephantorphanage 
#Elephant_Orphanage_Pinnawala. 
 
Finally, in the tenth position in terms of number of international tourists there is 
Polonnaruwa. It is another of the so called “Ancient cities”, which is known by its 

https://www.lonelyplanet.com/sri-lanka/colombo/transport/transportation-travel-services/bandaranaike-international-airport
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archaeological remains and its proximity to several National Parks crowded of 
elephants. Regarding the hashtags containing this name, it has been used in just 
46 publications which leaves this city in the last position in terms of appearance 
in hashtags. Furthermore, among the hashtags analysed there are only 3 different 
types, which are #polonnaruwaruins, #Polonnaruwa, #polonnaruwavatadage. All 
of them make allusion to the archaeological remains of the city. 
 
From all this analysis, it can be observed that the ranking of number of visits of 
the different cities is not the same as the ranking of the amount of times the cities 
were hashtagged. Thus, there isn’t a relationship between the number of times 
the name of a city appears in hashtags and the desire of tourists to visit it. 
However, not all the posts have hashtags and those which have may not have 
been used in the same way. Furthermore, in Instagram what communicates the 
most is the picture itself than the hashtags, therefore it can be understood the 
lack of relationship between the number of hashtags and the number of tourists 
in these cities. 
 

5.1.1. Relationship of hashtags with types of tourism 
 
Another interesting analysis to make is to discover whether the hashtags used 
together with those containing the name of one of the most visited cities, make 
reference to some specific type of tourism – such as beach and sun, adventure, 
religious, cultural, backpacking, business -. In order to make this analysis only 
the 5 most hashtagged cities (see table 4) are taken into account – from Galle to 
Unawatuna -. The reason is that the difference in number of hashtags between 
the city in 4th position and that in 5th position is of 9%, while the difference between 
the city in 5th position and that in 6th position is of 45%. Therefore, the analysis of 
the hashtags to determine the type of tourism may not be equally representative 
for both groups of cities. 
 
In the case of Galle, its hashtags are related to others that make reference to the 

history, architecture and heritage of the city, such as #cricket, #literaryfestival, 
#lighthouse, #history, #historical, #heritage, #fort, #cricket, #clocktower, 
#worldheritage. These make reference to the cultural tourism, but also to the 
sports tourism in the case of #cricket, since it is one of the most played sports 
since a long time ago when the British brought it to the island. In the other hand 
there are the hashtags #travelblogger, #phototrip, #plantsofinstagram, 
#instabeach and #BestPlaceToTravel that remind of youth tourism, which uses 
blogs and social networks to search for destinations to visit and give a lot of 
importance on taking pictures during their holidays. 
 
Hashtags containing the name of the city Sigiriya are related to others such as 
#rock, #elephant, #adventure, #jungle, #lionrock, #naturephotography, 
#minneriyanationalpark, #mountain, #view, #nature, #explore, #SoWild, #hiking, 
#srilankawildnerness and #AllAboutAdventures, which could signal that there is 
both nature and adventure tourism in the country. Also, there are hashtags more 
related to the history and architecture of Sri Lanka which are 
#culturalandheritage, #archealogical, #heritage and #history. These make 
reference of the cultural tourism of the island. And, finally the hashtags 
#travelblogger, #flightography, #travelphotography, #inspire, #mustsee and 
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#instagood which make reference to the youth tourism, in which tourists use 
social media in all the stages of their trip both to get information and to upload 
pictures and videos. 
 
The hashtags that have the word Kandy can be found with spiritual hashtags 

such as #buddhastatue, #buddhist and #templeofthetooth, which indicate that 
this city is a very important one for the religious tourism, specially the Buddhism. 
They are also related to hashtags that indicate that there is nature tourism, which 
is the case of #mountain, #nature, #wildlife and #botanicalgardens. Finally, there 
are also hashtags that make reference to the culture of the island such as 
#SoFestive, #train and #Perahera which is very valued for those visitors making 
cultural tourism. 
 
The hashtags containing the name of the capital of the country, Colombo, are 
related mainly to hashtags of other cities such as #negombo, #nuwaraeliya and 
#kandy. Furthermore, hashtags such as #city and #airport also appear. All this 
reflects that Colombo is mainly an arriving and departure city which travellers visit 
before or after their visit to other places that have a bigger number of tourist 
attractions. The hashtag #Cruiseship can also be found several times, which 
makes reference to the cruise tourism, increasingly active in the island. The 
hashtags #CityLife, #buildings, #museum, #nationalmuseum, #shopping, 
#skyscrapers make think of Colombo as also a city tourism destination. 
 
Most of the hashtags that contain the name of Unawatuna are related to the life 
in the coast of the island. They are #bay, #beach, #beachlife, #dalawellabeach, 
#relax, #srilankabeach and #sunset and make reference to the sun and beach 
tourism. It is not strange since the south of the island is the one with the highest 
extension of beaches full of hotels and hostels. 
 
From this analysis it can be said that in Sri Lanka many different types of tourism 
can be found, but the prevailing one, present in many of the cities is nature 
tourism. However, there are also religious, sport, youth, adventure, cultural, sun 
and beach, cruise and city tourism. Therefore, the country is very varied and 
offers very different opportunities to its visitors. 
 
In conclusion, the spread of the hashtags and the interaction of social network 
users with such, are not significant in the election of the destinations by tourists 
nor in the affluence of international visitors to a city. In short, hashtags may make 
it possible that certain cities become widespread known, but they are not the 
reason why they are crowded and become popular. However, they can give a 
hint of the different types of tourism that can be found in the island. 
 

5.2. Features of the hashtags of each Instagram account and 
relationship with the main topics 

 
It is also interesting to investigate whether, a relationship between the hashtags 
used on publications and the topics of such pictures and videos, can be 
established. The themes taken into consideration are the different topics used in 
the study “Analysis of the tourist image of Sri Lanka on social networks, 
specifically on Instagram” (Petrus Mudoy, 2020a), in which the same publications 
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analysed in this work were classified into topics according to the image they were 
giving. As the information about the topics was according to each account, this 
analysis is made also account by account. 
 
The first profile is @srilanka. In it not all the publications have hashtags, just a 

72% of the posts have at least one. In this account a total of 6,146 hashtags have 
been counted and, therefore, taking into consideration the publications where 
hashtags were used, the average is 11 hashtags per post. 
 
Looking into each type of hashtag, in almost all the publications, the first one is 
#SRILANA – both in capital and small letters -. Then #yourSRILANKA, #lka and 
#ceylon are also repeated often. Something that stands out is that a big part of 
the publications have the same hashtags in exactly the same order. Furthermore, 
many of these are names of countries or cities - #Bali, #Japan, #Moscow, 
#London among others - which don’t keep much relation with Sri Lanka. In 
second position, there are also many hashtags related to the topic “natural 
resources” analysed by (Petrus Mudoy, 2020a). Some of these are #beach, #sea, 
#palm, #sun, #animals, #waterfall, #nature, #elephant. 
 
Regarding the account @destination_srilanka, just a 3% of the publications 
don’t have any hashtag. In total, 6,034 hashtags have been used and, out of the 
posts which contain hashtags, the average is using 5 in each of them. 
 
Most of the publications have, as first hashtag, #VisitSriLanka or #SoSriLanka. 
Taking into consideration the study of (Petrus Mudoy, 2020a) it can be confirmed 
that the hashtags used keep relation with the big topics analysed. In first position 
there are many hashtags that could be categorised as “natural resources” - 
#naturelovers, #beach, #floral, #wild, #elephant, #deer – and in second position 
hashtags that could be labelled as “culture” - #history, #heritage, #culture, #art, 
#buddhism, #traditional, #dancers -. Hence, it is possible to conclude that this 
account uses the hashtags as a way to describe the information given by the 
picture or video.  
 
It is also remarkable that the hashtag #SoSriLanka is also very used by this 
account, which is the official account of the Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion Bureau. 
This hashtag was launched as part of a tourism promotion campaign called “So 
Sri Lanka” and active among diverse social media such as Instagram – posting 
photos and GIFs - and YouTube – posting the promotional videos -. The 
campaign is aimed at attracting new tourists, among which millennials are also 
included, since they use social media in their daily life; letting them know that the 
country is not just a destination but a feeling and also showing its rich and 
characteristic wildlife (ETBrandEquity, 2018; Mili, 2018). Together with this 
hashtag, some others which represented the new way to see Sri Lanka, were 
also launched. For example, #SoInsta – published with an “instagrammable” 
picture -; #SoEpic; #SoWild – referring to a National Park with wild animals -; 
#SoAdventurous – posted together with a picture of a person doing snorkel -; 
#SoScenic;, #SoLazy; #SoPristine; #SoAwesome; #SoMagnificent; 
#SoBreathtaking; #SoWarm; #SoEnjoyable; #SoSpiritual; and many more that 
describe the feelings one has when travelling to the country (see Figure 4). In 
such hashtags the topics “natural resources”, “spiritualism” and “tourism 
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promotion” can be observed, which correspond to the most used topics in its 
publications. 
 

 
Figure 4 Example of the campaign So Sri Lanka. From (Petrus Mudoy, 2020c) 

 
The account @wonderlust.srilanka has a total of 5,080 hashtags, 23% of the 

publications don’t have any and a 77% have, at least, one. Taking into account 
the later, 8 is the average number of hashtags used un this account for each post. 
 
This account has two types of publications, those in which only the hashtag 
#wonderlustsrilanka appears, and those with some kind of, what could be called, 
“hashtag templates”. This means that there are certain moments when all the 
publications have exactly the same hashtags which have very wide meanings - 
#discover, #explore, #travel, #travelgoals – and, therefore, could also be used in 
other accounts not related to Sri Lanka. For this reason, it is not possible to see 
any relationship between the “big topics” analysed by (Petrus Mudoy, 2020a) and 
the hashtags used. This makes us understand that for this account, the hashtags 
are not seen as a way to sum up the content of the publications, but to increase 
their impact, to reach a larger amount of users looking for inspiration of trips in 
general – not specifically from Sri Lanka – and, perhaps, to obtain more “like” and 
comments. 
 
The third account is @explorerssrilanka, which has 100% of the posts with 
some hashtag. Altogether there are 8,063 which implies that the average number 
of hashtags in each post is 30 – this is the account with the highest number of 
hashtags per publication -. 
 
The texts of all these publications have as first hashtag #srilanka. Apart from this, 
many hashtags related to the topic “natural resources” as analysed in (Petrus 
Mudoy, 2020a) can be found. These are, for example, #surf, #sunset, #seaview, 
#beachday, #tea, #waves, #monsoon. In addition, there are also numerous 
hashtags of places and cities of Sri Lanka (#yala, #mirissa, #ella, #nuwaraeliya, 
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#tangalle). These are supposed to be used in order to make reference to where 
the picture or video was taken or recorded. And finally, more generic words 
related to travelling to any place, not specifically to Sri Lanka which attract users 
that want to know new destinations can be found (#trip, #traveller, #travellover, 
#coupletravel). 
 
About @feelsrilanka, it has a total of 44,393 hashtags, which come from almost 

all the publications – a 99% have some -. Out of these, the average number of 
hashtags is 21 per publication. 
 
The hashtags of its publications don’t follow any specific pattern. However, the 
dominant big topic of those analysed by (Petrus Mudoy, 2020a) in terms of 
hashtags is “natural resources” - #sky, #surf, #lake, #animals, #climbing, #tea, 
#grass -, which corresponds to the most used topic in the publications. The 
hashtags related to the rest of big topics are not that important in terms of 
quantity, they are more dispersed. 

 
As for @srilankatravelgram, it has a total of 14,818 hashtags which can be 
found in all his publications – there isn’t any that doesn’t use hashtags -. 
Therefore, the average number of hashtags per post is 27. 
 
All the publications have something in common, which is that in all the posts 
between the first 8 and first 23 hashtags used follow a pattern. After that pattern 
each post has different hashtags which are both descriptive - #mirissa, #sunset, 
#kandy, #lionrock, #ninearchbridge - and general ones - #instatravel, #tourist, 
#travelpics -. Regarding the descriptive hashtags, some of them make reference 
to the topics “plant landscape” and “rock formations” - #waterfall, #mountains, 
#hike, #sigiriyarock, #teaestate – and some others to “seascape” - 
#srilankabeach, #surfing -. These hashtag topics coincide with the most used 
topics in the pictures and videos this account publishes. Therefore, it uses 
hashtags to describe the images. 
 
To sum up, hashtags can be used in different ways and for different purposes. 
However, in general, most of the 6 accounts analysed use them as a description 
of the pictures or videos they publish, but also to reach more users than just their 
followers. Therefore, most of the hashtags used by the accounts keep relation to 
the topics of the publications since they describe them. Finally, it has also been 
found that some accounts use what could be called “hashtag templates” which 
are a set of hashtags used always in the same order and which, usually, have 
very general meaning – not specifically related to the publication -. 

 

5.3. Analysis of the semantic network of hashtags 
 

Using the software Gephi, relationships between all the hashtags compiled in the 
Instagram accounts could be analysed and graphically represented. 
 
In the case of the graphic representation, nodes – hashtags - have the shape of 
circles from which branches emerge – the vertex - and join two nodes -. In a 
semantic network, one of the most important indicator is the “degree centrality” 
which is appreciable by just observing the graphic representation of the network. 
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Depending on the degree – whether they are very or little related to others -, each 
node and vertex have a different size and colour. Regarding the circles of the 
nodes, the higher degree it has, the darker colour and the bigger it is. 
Furthermore, on the node there is the name of the hashtag it represents, and its 
size depends of its degree; being bigger those nodes with higher degree, 
therefore, more important in the network. Regarding the vertex, the higher their 
degree, the thicker and darker its branches.  
 
In this section, the semantic networks of hashtags will be analysed both for each 
Instagram profile and for all the profiles as a whole, with special emphasis on the 
role of the “degree centrality”. 
 

5.3.1. Profile @srilanka 
 
Looking at the design of the network, it can observe that there are both hashtags 
very related between them, and others that are not related that much. Some of 
the most popular hashtags are #SRILANKA, #Beach, #Ancient and #Temple, 
which have bigger nodes than the rest and are located in the centre of the 
network. Even if it is true that these are quite generic and that could be used by 
any other account publishing pictures about Sri Lanka, they are all both 
connected between them and with other more specific hashtags such as the 
names of different cities of the country. Those hashtags located in the outskirts 
of the network are words that are not related to Sri Lanka not to travelling and, 
therefore, it is less probable that they are repeated in several publications. Some 
of these are #amazingnatureshots, #congratulations and #Fire. 
 

 
Figure 5 Network of the hashtags of @srilanka. Own creation. 

 
Taking a deeper look at the 25 hashtags with higher degree it can be found that 
those which have the higher degree are not always the most used, which is 
because some hashtags may be used alone or with very few other hashtags. 
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Hashtag 

 
Degree 

Number of 
times 
used 

#SRILANKA 59 474 

#Beach 39 144 

#beautiful 25 23 

#Ancient 20 23 

#place 20 10 

#sea 20 50 

#Temple 20 18 

#elephants 18 12 

#experience 17 57 

#amazing 16 181 

#beaches 16 13 

#country 16 57 

#kandy 16 21 

#love 16 97 

#Sigiriya 16 31 

#travel 15 222 

#tourist 15 10 

#nature 14 130 

#surf 14 14 

#ella 13 14 

#instatravel 13 136 

#rock 13 10 

#Polonnaruwa 13 9 

#buddhist 12 8 

#famous 12 7 

Nº hashtags of the account 6,146 
Table 4 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @srilanka. Own creation. 

Taking into consideration Table 4, it can be seen that the hashtag #SRILANKA 
is, by far, the one related to the biggest number of hashtags – has the highest 
degree -. It is followed by other different types of hashtags, some of which give 
specific information about the country - #Temple, #kandy, #Sigiriya, #buddhist -, 
some others are more generic - #beautiful, #place #sea, #experience, #amazing, 
#instatravel -. 

 
Figure 6 Network of 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @srilanka. Own creation. 
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In Figure 6, it can be observed that the hashtags with the higher degree are very 
related among them, specially #Beach with #instatravel and #see, #nature with 
#amazing, and #travel with #instatravel. However, they are also related to other 
less popular hashtags. 
 

5.3.2. Profile @destination_srilanka 
 

In the case of this account, looking at the network, it can be confirmed that there 
are more hashtags and more relationships than in the previous one. The two most 
popular hashtags are, by far, #VisitSriLanka and #SRILANKA which have the 
bigger letters. Furthermore, there is a strong relationship between #SRILANKA 
and #SoSriLanka. Once again these are quite generic and could be found in other 
accounts, however they are related to more specific hashtags.  
 

 
Figure 7 Network of the hashtags of @destinationsrilanka. Own creation. 

 
Considering the 25 hashtags with the highest degree, it can be observed that, in 
this case the relationship between degree and number of uses keeps in most of 
the hashtags. Furthermore, it is remarkable that the degree between the first ones 
and the last ones is very different, which means that from the hashtag #wildlive 
to the end, they are not really popular hashtags but hashtags that have been used 
several times with others. However, they don’t have the same impact as those in 
the beginning of the list. 
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Hashtag 

 
Degree 

Number of 
times 
used 

#VisitSriLanka 355 1058 

#SRILANKA  203 546 

#travel 98 187 

#BestPlaceToTravel 73 227 

#SoSriLanka 65 409 

#nature 61 62 

#wildlife 37 57 

#Beach 33 29 

#Colombo 27 30 

#kandy 27 30 

#srilankatourism 27 44 

#tourism 25 33 

#heritage 24 35 

#Temple 23 21 

#Sigiriya 21 19 

#srilanka🇱🇱 21 19 

#srilankatravel 21 35 

#culture 19 20 

#adventure 18 39 

#buddhism 18 13 

#ella 18 16 

#Yala 18 17 

#Polonnaruwa 18 18 

#green 17 11 

#seafood 17 10 

Nº hashtags of the account 6,034 
Table 5 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @destinationsrilanka. Own creation. 

 
Figure 8 Network of 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @destinationsrilanka. Own creation. 

Looking at the network of the 25 hashtags with higher degree, a big difference in 
terms of degree between these hashtags can be observed. Some have very big 
nodes and letters, while others cannot even be read since their nodes are very 
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small. Furthermore, there is a very strong relationship between the hashtags 
#SRILANKA and #SoSriLanka and between #SRILANKA and 
#BestPlaceToTravel. However, the hashtag #VisitSriLanka is very popular, since 
it has a very big and dark node, but it is not strongly related to any other hashtag 
in particular, but to many different ones. For this reason, it has countless 
branches emerging from it but all in the same colour and, more or less, the same 
thickness. 
 

5.3.3. Profile @wonderlust.srilanka 
 
In the network of this account, many words are placed in the same area of the 
network and related to almost the same hashtags, since many branches go on 
the same directions. It is possible to see that the vertexes follow quite clear 
pathways among different nodes. It is obvious that the most popular hashtag is 
#wonderlustsrilanka, followed with less popularity by #SRILANKA, 
#VisitSriLanka, #travel, and #Beach. Furthermore, there are several thick 
branches which means that the hashtags that they join are often used together. 
 

 
Figure 9 Network of the hashtags of @wonderlust.srilanka. Own creation. 

Looking at the Table 6 which shows the 25 hashtags with more degree, it can be 
seen that, for this account, there isn’t a relationship between the degree of 
hashtags and the number of times it appears in the publications. Furthermore, 
their degree is much lower than that of the rest of the accounts and, as seen in 
the network, there are many hashtags that have the same degree and, therefore, 
overlap. This makes it difficult to see the names of the hashtags that are related. 
However, what is obvious is that the most popular hashtag is 
#wonderlustsrilanka. Also, there is a big difference between the degree of the first 
hashtags and that of the last ones which shows that the last ones have not been 
as connecter to other hashtags as those in the top of the ranking. 
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Hashtag 

 
Degree 

Number of 
times 
used 

#wonderlustsrilanka 28 621 

#SRILANKA  13 238 

#travel 12 140 

#VisitSriLanka 11 217 

#Beach 10 6 

#journey 9 9 

#igerssrilanka 7 225 

#instatravel 7 111 

#travelgram 7 111 

#wonderlust 7 242 

#bortabramenhemma 6 10 

#ella 6 5 

#neverstopexploring 6 25 

#srilankalife 6 205 

#srilankatodo 6 102 

#wonderlustmagazine 6 206 

#äventyr 5 3 

#hotel 5 3 

#sky 5 6 

#traveling 5 108 

#colonial 4 3 

#green 4 2 

#holiday 4 10 

#nuwaraeliya 4 2 

#passionpassport 4 204 

Nº hashtags of the account 5,080 
Table 6 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @wonderlust.srilanka. Own creation. 

5.3.4. Profile @explorerssrilanka 
 
As it can be analysed in the network, the hashtags used by this Instagram profile 
are very related between them and, as a consequence, create a very dense 
network. Furthermore, many of them are used several times, since the labels of 
many nodes are perfectly readable, and are not just little dots. It is clear that the 
most popular hashtags are #SRILANKA, #travelgram and #tangalle. In the case 
of the last one - #tangalle -, it is surprising that one of the most popular hashtags 
is the name of a city, since usually the hashtags with the higher degree are more 
general words. 
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Figure 10 Network of the hashtags of @explorerssrilanka. Own creation. 

 

 

 
Hashtag 

 
Degree 

Number of 
times 
used 

#SRILANKA 53 265 

#travelgram 43 234 

#tangalle 41 374 

#travelblogger 36 278 

#srilankatravel 35 267 

#travelsrilanka 34 199 

#mirissa 32 323 

#ella 29 75 

#unawatuna 29 241 

#Wanderlust 28 53 

#шриланка 28 209 

#travel 27 94 

#srilanka🇱🇱 27 166 

#TravelLover 27 111 

#kandy 25 198 

#Sigiriya 25 44 

#Beach 23 99 

#arabtraveller 22 97 

#bentota 22 57 

#saudi_tourist 22 85 

#srilankatourism 22 272 

#tourism 22 85 

#traveller 22 91 

#nuwaraeliya 20 75 

#Yala 20 154 

Nº hashtags of the account 8,063 
Table 7 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @explorerssrilanka. Own creation. 
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In this account, the relationship between degree centrality and number of times 
a hashtag has been used, keeps relation just in the 7 first hashtags. Furthermore, 
there are many hashtags which have the same degree, which is the reason why 
in the graphic representation of the network some of the nodes are overlapped. 
Something surprising is that from the 10 hashtags with higher degree, 4 of them 
are names of cities and, therefore, something specific, because usually the most 
popular hashtags are general words. The fact of having hashtags of cities among 
the 25 most popular means that this account uses them to let users know the 
location of its publications and, therefore, give extra information. 

 
Figure 11 Network of 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @explorerssrilanka. Own creation. 

In Figure 11 it can be observed that all the 25 hashtags with higher degree have 
similar importance, since they all have big nodes of alike size. Furthermore, there 
is a big relationship between the hashtag #tangalle and #mirissa, since they are 
joined by a dark and thick branch. However, all of them are very related with each 
other and with other less popular hashtags. 
 

5.3.5. Profile @feelsrilanka 
 

From Figure 12, it can be remarked that this account has a very dense network 
as it has used many different hashtags. In the centre, there are several big nodes 
whose words can be read and there is no doubt that the most popular hashtag is 
#SRILANKA, which is related to many others. 
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Figure 12 Network of the hashtags of @feelsrilanka. Own creation. 

 

 
Hashtag 

 
Degree 

Number of 
times 
used 

#SRILANKA 735 809 

#travel 371 152 

#Wanderlust 347 140 

#travelgram 316 29 

#nature 284 35 

#travels 262 38 

#instatravel 247 21 

#VisitSriLanka 244 168 

#travelphotography 235 38 

#travelblogger 216 21 

#traveling 194 147 

#srilankadaily 193 75 

# srilankatravel 191 112 

#travesrilanka 187 64 

#exploresrilanka 185 38 

#hiking 183 30 

#explore 169 33 

#instagood 169 6 

#beautifuldestinations 165 14 

#Photography 160 14 

#adventure 157 21 

#traveltheworld 153 12 

#lka 148 29 

#sunset 146 43 

#Beach 144 39 

Nº hashtags of the account 44,393 
Table 8 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @feelsrilanka. Own creation. 

In the Table 8, the relationship between number of uses of a hashtag and its 
popularity is related only in the three first hashtags. In the case of this account, 
there are generic words that could be found in any other travel-related Instagram 
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profile, such as #travel, #explore, #tracelphotography and #sunset. However, 
there are also hashtags that remind more of Sri Lanka, apart from those that 
include the name of the country, which are - #nature, #Beach or #hiking. All these 
are things that one can do or find in the island.  
 

 
Figure 13 Network of 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @feelsrilanka. Own creation. 

In Figure 13, it can be observed that generic words are related to the specific 
ones and that the 25 hashtags with higher degree are strongly related with each 
other since they create a very dense network. Furthermore, #SRILANKA is, by 
far, the most popular hashtag; it has an especially strong relationship with 
#VisitSriLanka and #srilankatravel but also with many other different hashtags. 
Other strong relationships are #instatravel and #travelgram or #travels and 
#traveltheworld. Finally, it is remarkable the existence of vertex between the 
same word, as it is the case of #SRILANKA, which has a branch that leaves from 
and arrives to itself. This happens when, a hashtag has been used two or more 
times in one same publication, it is related with itself. 
 

5.3.6. Profile @srilankatravelgram 
 
The graphic representation of the network of this account shows that there are 
several important hashtags which have big nodes and words but, there are others 
that are very few popular and are seen as dots. This network has a clear popular 
hashtag, #travelblogger, which is in the centre and related to many other 
hashtags. 
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Figure 14 Network of the hashtags of @srilankatravelgram. Own creation. 

 
Hashtag 

 
Degree 

Number of 
times 
used 

#travelblogger 121 631 

#travelgirl 60 145 

#travel 31 727 

#ceylon 31 731 

#srilankabeach 31 81 

#ellasrilanka 30 104 

#travelcouple 27 61 

#waterfall 26 51 

#elephant 21 31 

#kandy 19 21 

#sunset 19 24 

#buddhastatue 18 29 

#mirissa 18 8 

#Sigiriya 15 40 

#Beach 14 39 

#ella 14 40 

#ninearchbridge 13 40 

#wildlife 12 9 

#unawatuna 11 21 

#couple 11 13 

#Galle 10 27 

#mountains 10 8 

#srilankatrain 10 17 

#travelblog 9 727 

#pidurangala 9 64 

Nº hashtags of the account 14,818 
Table 9 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @srilankatravelgram. Own creation. 

In this case, Table 9 shows that there is a slight relationship between the degree 
of a hashtag and the times it is used. Something remarkable is that the most 
popular hashtag, #travelblogger, has a degree which is twice the degree of the 
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second hashtag, which is also twice the degree of the third one. After that, the 
degrees reduce progressively. This means that the first hashtag is very important 
and that it has many different relationships, much more than the rest. In the chart 
it can be seen that the three most popular hashtags are quite general, but the 
rest are more specific words related to things that are characteristic from the 
island. It is remarkable that, among the most popular words, there are several 
names of cities which suggest that this account uses the hashtags as a 
descriptive tool. 

 
Figure 15 Network of 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of @srilankatravelgram. Own creation. 

Observing the network of the most used hashtags, it can be seen that clearly the 
predominant hashtag is #travelblogger due to the size and colour of its node and 
letters. There is also a clear important relationship between #travelblogger and 
#travelblog and between #travel and #ceylon. Apart from these two relationships, 
the connections of the other hashtags are similar, and they are all related among 
them. It is remarkable that the hashtags with the biggest amount of connections 
are #travelblogger, #travelgirl and #srilankabeach, since many branches emerge 
from them. Finally, something outstanding is that the general hashtags are 
connected to those more specific, which, as a whole, make a complete 
description of the picture or video published. 
 

5.3.7. Joint accounts 

 
In this section, all the hashtags gathered from the 6 Instagram profiles object of 
study are be taken into consideration and analysed as a whole. This means a 
total of 84,534 hashtags. 
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Figure 16 Network of the hashtags of all the accounts together. Own creation. 

 
The network of hashtags shown in Figure 16, describes the relationship between 
all the hashtags used in the publications of the 6 profiles already analysed 
individually. It is a very complex one since it is the graphic representation of the 
relationship of a total of 8113 nodes. In the centre and with big letters are located 
the hashtags that have more connections and those with which they are related 
in the publications analysed. 
 

 
Figure 17 Detail of the network of hashtags of all the accounts. Own creation 

 
At first sight it is possible to see, in Figure 17, that, without any doubt, the nodes 
with bigger relationship with others are #SRILANKA and #VisitSriLanka but 
following them there are others such as #travel, #traveling and #SoSriLanka. 
Some of these hashtags can be clearly read while others cannot be read at all. 
 
Table 10 shows the 25 most popular hashtags from all those used in the 6 
different profiles. 
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Hashtag 

 
Degree 

Number of 
times 
used 

#SRILANKA 945 3062 

#VisitSriLanka 568 2181 

#travel 487 1522 

#Wanderlust 374 931 

#travelgram 352 1107 

#travelblogger 347 933 

#nature 336 242 

#travels 266 50 

#instatravel 260 997 

#travelphotography 244 51 

#srilankatravel 230 1256 

#travelsrilanka 218 1113 

#Beach 213 356 

#srilankadaily 204 96 

#traveling 197 985 

#exploresrilanka 189 881 

#hiking 189 38 

#adventure 178 71 

#explore 177 65 

#sunset 175 99 

#instagood 171 10 

#beautifuldestinations 169 20 

#ceylon 168 808 

#ella 165 240 

#Photography 163 21 

Nº hashtags of the account 84,534 
Table 10 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of all the accounts together. Own creation. 

 
It can be seen that, as happens with most of the accounts analysed one by one, 
there is a very weak relationship between the degree of the hashtags and the 
number of times they are used. This means that a hashtag may be used many 
times but alone or with few other hashtags; or that a hashtag may be used few 
times but with a big amount of others in the same publications.  
 
Regarding the meaning of the hashtags, it is remarkable that there are hashtags 
with wide meaning, hashtags which describe what can be found and visited in Sri 
Lanka and also those which contain the name of cities and places. As for 
hashtags with wide meaning, there is #travel, #explore, #Photography 
#beautifuldestinations. Those more descriptive are #nature, #VisitSriLanka, 
#hiking, #sunset. And, finally the hashtags that contain the name of cities are 
#ella, #SRILANKA, #ceylon. 
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Figure 18 Network of 25 hashtags with more degree centrality of all the accounts together. Own creation. 

 
Looking into the network of these 25 hashtags, it can be seen that, as happened 
in each account separately, they are very related among them, creating a dense 
network. Also, there is a strong relationship between #SRILANKA and 
#VisitSriLanka, between #travelsrilanka and #VisitSriLanka, or #exploresrilanka 
and #srilankatravelgram.  
 
Generic hashtags are related both to descriptive ones and to those about places. 
It is the case of the hashtag #travel – a general one since it could be used in any 
other profile – which is related to #ceylon but also to #nature. The same happens 
also with other hashtags. 
 
Looking at the three most popular hashtags and it can be seen their relationship 
with others located in the centre, and, thus more popular than the rest. This is the 
case of #SRILANKA – published 3,581 times -, which is related with #travelasia, 
#Beach, #ella, #repost, #Srilankadaily. Also with the hashtag #VisitSriLanka – 
posted 2,344 -, which is connected to #Beach, #waterfall, #nature, #srilankatrip. 
And finally, with #travel, that is connected with #travelasia, #nature, #REPOST, 
#instatravel, #waterfall, #colombo.  
 
In the other hand, some of the few used hashtags that are related to the 5 most 
used ones are the following. In the case of #SRILANKA, it is related with 
#ScubaDiving, #nextvacay, #eveningsky. Taking a look into #VisitSriLanka, it is 
connected with #Mountain, #spicyfood, #mobile, #mangroves, #Cinnomon. 
Finally, in the case of #travel, it is linked to #monks, #birthday, #MotivationPost, 
#travelfood. These are more specific words than the previous ones, such as the 
name of typical food, certain locations such as mangroves, a hill, a beach, etc. 
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Figure 19 Detail of the not related hashtags. Own creation 

 

As it is appreciable in Figure 19, some of the nodes – hashtags – do not have 
any relationship with other hashtags or have relation just with a few ones. Usually 
this happens when someone makes a post using just one hashtag and it has not 
appeared in any other publication together with other ones. It is the case of 
#jogging, #thefreefolks, #TravellersLife, #salutationstothesun, #LionsRoar. The 
reason why that hashtag has never been used together with any other may be 
diverse. The first one, is that that hashtag has been used as a part of a sentence 
– not as a summary of the post -, and, therefore, it is a preposition or conjunction 
which is not usually used to recap a post (#We). It can also happen that the 
hashtag represents a specific non-traditional event or not directly related to 
tourism, which leads to have just one post about it (#rrworldtour16, #CMT2019, 
#ATM2019, #srilankanelection). Finally, it is possible that no one has ever had 
the need to describe a publication that could comprehend such hashtags. 
 
There are two other cases in which two nodes are related only between them and 
don’t have a link with any other hashtag. These two cases are #flydubaiwithme 
which is only related to #flydubai and vice versa; and #TorontosPursuitInSriLanka 
which is connected to #LoveMyCityProject and vice versa. In both connections, 
hashtags seem to be some kind of company or event promotion, which makes us 
understand the reason of their relationship. 
 
Finally, analysing the hashtags compiled, another reason for poorly related 
hashtags can be the case of hashtags that are not written in the proper way and, 
therefore, as no one else or very few people use it again, any network around it 
is created. This is the case of words such as #synet – referring to sunset -; 
#wonderlost – referring to wonderlust -; #besutiful – changing the “a” for an “s” to 
make reference to beautiful; #Decembert – meaning December – and #Kandi – 
to make mention of the city Kandy -. 
 
In conclusion, as it has been seen, all the hashtags are related to the three types 
of before mentioned and in all the accounts both hashtags with general and 
specific meaning are very popular. Therefore, although it is true that the most 
popular have a wide meaning, when they are written together with more specific 
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ones, they have a narrower meaning and can perfectly describe a publication. 
However, it is normal that popular hashtags have usually a wide meaning; as they 
can be part of different types of publications, it is more probable that they are 
used together with others. Instead, a hashtag with a very specific meaning will be 
useful in much less occasions and, as it describes a publication in detail, it won’t 
need much more hashtags to complete the description. Finally, other words 
appearing in the ranking of most popular words are those referring to cities of Sri 
Lanka; but, when they are among the 25 most popular, they are usually located 
at the end of the ranking. 
 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

 
It is clear that since the emergence and the popularisation of the use of Internet, 
information technologies and social networks; the way consumers interact 
between them or with the companies, has drastically changed. One of these new 
tools is Instagram, which, as explained, allows the use of hashtags. 
 
In terms of travelling, hashtags can be very useful when organizing a trip. There 
are infinite number and types of them and, by checking them, a person can have 
a lot of information about a city or even a country. For example, related to 
Colombo there are the hashtags #thingstodoincolombo or #colombocity from 
which a traveller can obtain ideas of what to visit during his stay in the city.  
 
After conducting the analysis, it is possible to say that in most of the publications 
the hashtags are used as a way to complement the information given. Hashtags 
are not the main focus, but an extra information of the picture or video they go 
with. On Instagram, photos and videos are the main focus of the publications and, 
even if they are not accompanied by hashtags, they have a meaning for 
themselves. However, a hashtag alone, without a context, may not give any 
message. 
 
Apart from these hashtags, used to describe what can be seen in the picture or 
video, there are some others that are used as a pattern in many of the 
publications of one same account and, therefore, don’t describe anything specific 
about it. There also exist hashtags that are used to make a promotional campaign 
or to promote an event. Probably, these don’t have an important meaning, but 
they are the name of the event or slogan of the campaign and, hence, they 
compile all the publications made with regard to it. 
 
Regarding the meaning of the hashtags, some have a wide meaning, but others 
are more descriptive and, therefore, have a more accurate meaning that makes 
reference to the picture or video. In general, they are used all together. 
Furthermore, when looking at the most popular hashtags all of them are positive 
ones - #amazing, #fun, #love, #beautiful -. This make think that through hashtags, 
positive messages want to be given in order to emphasize the best aspects of 
the destination. However, it is clear that what is shared on Instagram is not the 
total reality of a destination or a trip. Furthermore, as people use hashtags to fit 
in, what are supposed to be, cool and privileged groups of people, they may want 
to share just the positive part in order to be accepted in such group. 



 51 

 
Regarding the relationship between the most visited cities and the popularity of 
its hashtags, it is proven that there isn’t any relationship. The number of hashtags 
a certain destination has, doesn’t mean that it is not visited. However, from its 
analysis it is possible to identify different types of tourism that are related to that 
city. For example, in Kandy there is religious tourism while in Unanwatuna there 
is sun and beach tourism; these are reflected when observing to which type of 
hashtags are related those containing the name of the cities. 
 
Regarding the topics in which the publications where classified in the study 
“Analysis of the tourist image of Sri Lanka on social networks, specifically on 
Instagram” (Petrus Mudoy, 2020a), there is a strong relationship with the meaning 
of the hashtags. In that study, the predominant topic was “natural resources” and, 
many of the hashtags used in the publications can be related to this topic. This 
confirms once again that the hashtags are a complement of the image or video. 
 
Finally, about the analysis of the network and the degree centrality, the most 
popular hashtag is, by far #SRILANKA. It is not strange since it is the name of 
the city and it may be strategically used in first position in order to give a context 
of the publication. After it, usually several and more accurate hashtags are 
written. For this reason, it is very popular, it is used in many publications and with 
many other hashtags. 
 
In conclusion, hashtags on Instagram are more and more used in the tourism 
industry, specially to emphasize and complement the message given by pictures 
and videos. They can have different meanings and purposes and, therefore, have 
different impact on the users. But, whatever its type or purpose, hashtags allow 
to bring together people and companies, interested in the same subject. 
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