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Spain is a proven tourist power, with a sector that contributes a high figure to the country’s economy. However, in recent years, tourist activity, especially in large cities, has encountered opposition from neighborhood groups that fight for a decrease in tourism, in order to preserve the identity of their neighborhoods and their living conditions. This research aims to describe the communication strategies employed by these citizen pressure groups on the social network X. For this purpose, an exploratory study was conducted using a quantitative methodology, whose main technique was content analysis, which was applied to a sample of 1,160 publications of 15 entities from different Spanish provinces. The results show that the main topics covered are related to the demonstrations and protest actions of these groups, as well as the tourism policies developed by authorities and the work meetings among different groups. Mobilization appears as a main objective, since 38.8% of the publications presented a tone of protest or denunciation. However, the findings also suggest that the social network X may be more suited to indirect lobbying actions.
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1 Introduction

Tourism is one of the most important sectors for the Spanish economy. According to Exceltur data, in 2023 it contributed more than 186,000 million euros, representing 12.8% of the country’s Gross Domestic Product (González, 2024). In the first months of 2024, tourist spending increased by 17.6% over the previous year (Torres and Carrera, 2024). However, in recent years, various groups have expressed their concern about the negative effects that this activity has on the most visited cities and their inhabitants, so that mobilizations have been carried out to achieve greater regulation, especially of the so-called tourist apartments. Thus, for example, in the city of Seville, located in Andalusia, in southern Spain, the number of tourist apartments has been limited to a maximum of 10% of the total number of apartments in each of the city’s neighborhoods (Daza, 2024).

Tourism growth, experienced especially by urban destinations, is a consequence of factors such as policies to stimulate tourism and foreign investors, new modes of transportation, vacation rental platforms and international diffusion (Zaar, 2019). But, taken to the extreme, it has given rise to phenomena such as touristification or overtourism and gentrification.

The phenomenon of touristification has a direct and diverse impact on cities receiving mass tourism and their inhabitants (Barrero-Rescalvo, 2019), as it entails a dynamic of transformation of the urban territory (Fioravanti, 2022). Calle-Vaquero (2019) characterizes this process as a situation in which there is a greater presence of visitors in the public space, so that a specific demand is generated by which establishments, which previously catered to the local population, end up focusing their activity, schedules and prices on tourists. This, together with other factors, results in the displacement of the population from their neighborhoods of origin. In fact, Petroman et al. (2022) define this phenomenon as “an antithesis of responsible tourism” (p. 179), which has an economic, environmental and sociocultural impact.

Some negative consequences of this process of touristification are the proliferation of tourist apartments, which influences the housing market, or the saturation of public space (Fioravanti, 2022; Mansilla-López, 2019a,b; Zaar, 2019). Precisely, that modification of the rental market derived from the preferences, on the part of the owners, for shorter and more beneficial rents focuses one of the current claims of different neighborhood groups.

As Genç et al. (2022) argue, the tourism sector “accelerates the gentrification process in urban places” (p. 127), giving rise to a dynamic whereby traditional neighbors, usually more vulnerable or with lower economic capacities, are displaced from their neighborhoods by a population with greater purchasing power to which their living conditions are adapted (Rodríguez-Barcón et al., 2021). Gentrification differs from touristification in that the former generates a new stable social fabric, while the latter is ephemeral (Hernández-Cordero, 2021), although, on many occasions, they are closely related phenomena, as a consequence of the implementation of growth models by public authorities (Romero-Padilla et al., 2019). This is what some authors define as tourist gentrification (Gotham, cited by Genç et al., 2022), whose main consequence is the displacement of the original population, as mentioned above, to increase tourist activity through greater investment, for example, in tourist rentals.

This situation has given rise to a critical attitude among numerous neighborhood groups that have mobilized to demand measures from the public authorities to regulate tourist activity and its consequences on its inhabitants (Fioravanti, 2022). In this way, groups that used to deal with other social struggles are now also against a tourist activity that they consider a source of inequalities (Milano, 2018). Some of these mobilizations, due to their characteristics or vehemence, have been categorized from some sectors as tourismphobia, a phenomenon that has even been interpreted as an ideological struggle between two well-defined positions, for and against tourism growth (Huete and Mantecón, 2018; Soliguer-Guix, 2023).

The mobilization of different local entities to demand control measures from the public authorities refers to the concepts of pressure groups and lobbying. Pressure groups aim to achieve changes in legislation favorable to their interests (Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024), thus transferring the demands of part of the population to the public authorities without the pretension of being part of those authorities (Castillo-Esparcia, 2020). There are two basic ways of developing lobbying activity: direct lobbying, understood as direct communication with public decision-makers (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2022), mainly through interviews and meetings with political officials and civil servants and the delivery of documentation or reports (Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024); and indirect lobbying or grassroots lobbying, through public opinion, media and, more recently, social media (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2022; Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024), among others. Strategic planning and public relations actions play, therefore, a fundamental role in this relationship work adapted to each type of public (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017).

The actions that the different social movements carry out toward the media and toward the citizenry through the street itself or social networks, in addition to the associative component, lead them to become pressure groups that try to influence political decisions regarding tourism (Romero-Padilla et al., 2019), as a way of questioning the city model generated by mass tourism (Gil and Sequera, 2018).

Although in cities such as Barcelona there have been anti-tourism movements since the beginning of the 21st century (González-Reverté and Soliguer-Guix, 2024), Hughes (2018) points out that, in Spain, this phenomenon of struggle against mass tourism has intensified especially since 2017, although, at times, a simplified vision has been offered through the media, based on statements about the value of tourism, the description of the protests and the positions for and against, as well as possible solutions for mass tourism (Araya-López, 2021). Grassroots mobilizations, such as those that have occurred recently, are not, therefore, a new phenomenon (Milano et al., 2024), but they do adapt to the times, so that communication through social networks has become another resource for pressure groups, with great potential to reach many people and form favorable currents of opinion among citizens (Casero-Ripollés, 2015).

Considering the above, the aim of this paper is to describe the online communication of citizen pressure groups against touristification and gentrification in Spain.

To achieve this objective, several research questions were established:


RQ1. What type of pressure groups are there against touristification and gentrification?

RQ2. What issues do these entities focus on and which ones generate the most interest among the public?

RQ3. What lobbying actions do they mention and what type of lobbying do they correspond to?

RQ4. Who is the target audience for the online messages of anti-tourism groups and movements?

RQ5. Which actors do they explicitly mention in their messages?
 



2 Methods

In order to answer the research questions posed, an exploratory study was designed based on a quantitative methodology, whose main technique used was content analysis.

Since this was an exploratory study, a non-probabilistic purposive sample was chosen in order to select the cases that would provide the most representative information. To this end, we first consulted the data from the Spanish Survey on Occupancy in Non-Hotel Tourist Accommodations (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2024), especially those centered on tourist apartments, which have been identified as one of the main causes of harm to residents. Below, the top 25 provinces were selected according to the number of this type of housing.

Secondly, the data on travelers in tourist apartments by province were consulted and the top 25 provinces were selected according to this variable. Finally, the territories with the highest number of tourist apartments and travelers were selected. In total, 23 provinces were selected: Las Palmas, Baleares, Alicante, Santa Cruz de Tenerife, Málaga, Girona, Castellón, Madrid, Valencia, Tarragona, Almería, Cádiz, Barcelona, Sevilla, Murcia, Asturias, Cantabria, Granada, Pontevedra, Navarra, Huelva, Cáceres and A Coruña.

The next step was to search in the Google search engine using the terms “anti-tourism platforms + name of the province.” From the news items that appeared, a selection of 86 entities named in the information was made. Those that did not have a website were eliminated, as this is the basic online presence, as well as those that did not have profiles on X (formerly Twitter) and Instagram, and those that are no longer active. Likewise, political parties were eliminated, as they were not considered pressure groups. This first sifting resulted in 67 entities, 51 with Instagram and 56 with X social network. Therefore, it was decided to analyze the activity of these entities on X, as it is the social network in which they are most present, in addition to its own characteristics as an ideal medium for the dissemination of information without intermediaries. Finally, once the above requirements had been met, for each province, the entities with the greatest relationship with the tourism and housing sector and with the largest number of followers were chosen.

In this way, a final sample of 15 groups or movements was obtained: Asociación de vecinos Carolinas Bajas-Les Palmeretes (Alicante), Asturies Insumisa (Asturias), Menys Turisme, Més Vida (Baleares), Assemblea de Barris pel Decreixement Turístic (Barcelona), Sindicato de Vivienda - AZET (Bilbao), Cádiz Resiste (Cádiz), Salvar La Tejita (Canarias), Cantabria No Se Vende (Cantabria), BiziLagunEkin (Donostia), Albayzín Habitable (Granada), Sindicato de Inquilinas e Inquilinos de Madrid (Madrid), Sindicato de Inquilinas e Inquilinos de Málaga (Málaga), Sevilla Se Muere (Sevilla), Stop Creuers Tarragona (Tarragona) and Entrebarris (Valencia).

On social network X, we analyzed each entity’s own messages, excluding replies and retweets, since this way the study focuses on the information actually planned by these groups. On the other hand, the period of analysis corresponded to the main summer months of 2024 (June, July and August), when there is the greatest influx of tourists in these territories.

The variables used in the content analysis were related to the type of entity (thematic association, neighborhood association, platforms, movements, NGOs and unions), the topics covered in the publications (neighborhood situation; legislation and regulation; housing and urban policies; tourism policies; loss of identity; population displacement; actions to support neighbors and local businesses; work meetings, round tables and conferences; demonstrations, protests and demands in the street; news from the tourism sector; and other non-tourism-related topics), the tone of the message (informative, protest or denunciation, propositional, inculpatory and mobilizing), engagement of the publications, the lobbying actions shown or mentioned in the messages (studies and reports, street actions and mobilizations, meetings with public authorities or political parties, proposals for action, self-organization actions, legal actions, informative actions, and statements in the media and media-focused actions), the type of lobbying carried out with these actions (direct or indirect), the public to which the message is preferably addressed (citizens or public opinion, public authorities, political parties, media, other similar entities and movements, companies and agents of the tourism sector), and the direct mentions of the public through the users of X (public institutions and representatives, political parties, media, other similar entities and movements, companies and agents of the tourism sector, other mentions such as experts or anonymous people). The analysis of all variables was only applied to tourism-related publications, while the rest were classified as other non-tourism-related topics. The summary of these variables in relation to the research questions can be seen in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Content analysis variables.
[image: Table1]

In order to ensure the reliability of the content analysis performed, 20% of the posts from the total sample (232 out of 1,160) were also coded by an external collaborator. These 232 publications were randomly selected using ChatGPT. Subsequently, Krippendorff’s Alpha was applied to the variables mentioned above, excluding non-categorical variables and those categorial variables that serve as identification, such as the name of the entity or its location, among others.

According to Goyanes and Piñeiro-Naval (2024), Krippendorff’s Alpha is considered, from a statistical point of view, the most suitable parameter to measure inter-coder reliability in a content analysis, since it can be used regardless of the number of coders, the type of variables (qualitative or quantitative), the sample size or the existence of missing values. The values obtained for this parameter were above 0.667 for all variables (Table 2), a figure that Krippendorff himself considers to be “the lower acceptable limit” (Goyanes and Piñeiro-Naval, 2024, p. 135), so the study is deemed consistent from the perspective of inter-coder agreement. The analysis of the variables was conducted using the SPSS software and Excel.



TABLE 2 Krippendorff’s alpha for inter-coder agreement.
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3 Results

The 15 selected entities were categorized as platforms (46.7%), neighborhood associations (20%), unions (20%), thematic association (6.7%) and movements (6.7%). A total of 1,160 publications from 15 entities were analyzed, from June 1, 2024 to August 31, 2024.

Most of the publications analyzed (71%) were related to tourism. In contrast, 28.9% referred to other topics not related to tourism (local festivities, evictions or housing problems not directly caused by touristification).

Within tourism-related publications (825), demonstrations, protests and claims were the main topic of the messages published, with 42.9% of the total, followed by tourism policies (22.4%); work meetings, round tables and conferences (9.3%); housing and urban policies (6.4%); news from the tourism sector (6.3%); legislation and regulation (5.9%); the situation of neighborhoods (5.0%); population displacement (1%); actions to support neighbors and local businesses (0.6%); and the loss of neighborhood identity (0.1%). The publications that obtained the highest average engagement were those related to the situation of neighborhoods (6.4%), actions in support of neighbors and local businesses (5.2%); demonstrations, protests and claims (4.8%); legislation and regulation of the tourism sector (3.3%) and population displacement (3.2%). In any case, engagement figures were generally low.

Among the messages focused specifically on tourism-related issues, 38.8% had a tone of protest or denunciation, while 28.8% were informative and 26.4% were mobilizing. The least used tones were those dedicated to making proposals (5.1%) and those blaming the situation on other agents (0.8%).

On the other hand, when analyzing the lobbying and communication actions indicated in the publications (Figure 1), it is observed that the most mentioned were informative actions (46.4%); followed by street actions and mobilizations (35.2%); self-organization actions, such as round tables or various meetings (9.5%); media coverage and media-oriented actions (6.5%); concrete proposals for action (1.8%); studies or reports (0.1%) and meetings with public authorities or political parties (0.1%). No topic was identified in 0.4% of the publications. It is also noteworthy that the actions shown through the different publications in the social network X mainly correspond to indirect lobbying (96.6%).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Lobbying actions in X publications of anti-touristification organizations (%). Source: the author.


In fact, this type of indirect lobbying corresponds to the public to which the publications of organizations opposed to mass tourism were mainly directed, i.e., the general public or public opinion, representing 93.2% of the total (Figure 2), followed by the public authorities, whether institutions or individuals (5.7%) and, at a greater distance, other similar organizations and movements (0.5%). There were 0.6% of messages in which it was not possible to clearly identify the priority audience.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Target audiences of X messages from anti-tourism organizations. Source: the author.


Finally, it should be noted that direct mentions using the @ symbol was not a resource widely used by the selected entities, as it only appeared in 51% of the publications; two mentions in 16.7%; and three mentions in 12.5%. Entities and movements similar to those studied were mentioned in at least 17.7% of the tweets, followed by the media (16.1%), other mentions of experts or anonymous people (9.5%), institutions or public representatives (6.5%), companies and entities in the tourism sector (0.7%) and political parties (0.5%).



4 Discussion

The aim of this research was to provide, in an exploratory way, a description of the online communication of citizen pressure groups against touristification and gentrification in Spain. For this purpose, a quantitative methodology was designed, based on the technique of content analysis, in order to make an approximation to the topics, forms and main target audiences of these groups’ messages in the social network X. The results show that, despite the multiple criticisms that it may receive, this platform is a suitable space for the communication of actions related to the mobilization against mass tourism and its negative consequences, such as its influence on housing prices or the saturation of public spaces, already pointed out by authors like Fioravanti (2022), Mansilla-López (2019a,b), and Zaar (2019).

In response to Research Question 1 (RQ1 – What type of pressure groups are there against touristification and gentrification?), the results of this research reveal that the entities that communicate against the phenomenon of touristification in the social network X are diverse in nature and call themselves by different names, such as platforms, neighborhood associations, unions, associations focused on specific issues and movements. This diversity partly explains why, despite being entities linked to the tourism sector and concerned about its effects on local populations, almost a third of the publications analyzed (28.9%) deal with issues not directly related to this sector. This implies that, from the perspective of a recipient specifically concerned about this phenomenon, there may be a certain dispersion of attention, since, along with their primary topic of interest, they will find other social causes that are also defended by these organizations. Consequently, certain support actions for residents, such as eviction prevention, could not be classified as messages related to the study’s focus, as they are not always explicitly linked to tourism. Precisely, the analysis has revealed that there are organizations whose main purpose is to expose the negative consequences of tourism saturation, but there are also others, with a much wider range of action, that have set themselves on tourism as one more battlefield of their social struggle, as they consider it a source of inequalities (Milano, 2018).

Although the topics addressed by the selected entities in their X publications are very diverse (RQ2 – What issues do these entities focus on and which ones generate the most interest among the public?), there is a significant predominance of those that show street actions, such as demonstrations and protests (42.9% of the total). This aligns with the tone employed in publications related to the phenomenon studied (protest or denunciation = 38.8% and mobilizing = 26.4%). However, it also carries the risk that the image of these organizations is associated with tourismphobia and their action is simplified to a mere positioning for or against tourism growth (Huete and Mantecón, 2018; Soliguer-Guix, 2023), making it impossible to gain a deeper understanding of the interests and arguments they advocate.

Tourism policies constitute the second most frequently addressed topic, appearing in 22.4% of the analyzed tweets and largely associated with an informational tone, which was present in 28.8% of the posts. Indeed, the studied entities sometimes share information about the tourism sector and the growth policies implemented in their territories by public administrations (Romero-Padilla et al., 2019), with the aim of criticizing government action and informing the public about consequences such as population displacement (Genç et al., 2022; Rodríguez-Barcón et al., 2021), who are forced to leave their neighborhoods due to the impossibility of coping with changes, mainly economic, aimed at meeting the demands of visitors (Calle-Vaquero, 2019).

It is noteworthy, however, that these topics are not the ones that generate the most engagement among the audience. On the contrary, greater interaction (likes, retweets, replies or comments) is observed in topics such as neighborhood conditions (6.4%) or actions supporting residents and local businesses (5.2%). This highlights the need of these organizations to, in addition to their mobilization and protest activity, deepen their communication strategy to raise awareness of the real consequences of touristification. Such strategies should not only focus on street mobilization and confrontation but also adopt a more informative and closer treatment to the people affected in their daily lives. In any case, engagement figures were generally low.

The analysis of the lobbying and communication techniques or actions employed by the anti-touristification organizations (RQ3 – What lobbying actions do they mention and what type of lobbying do they correspond to?) also reflects a notable difference from the topics addressed. While mobilization dominates the topics, the actions actually reflected have a high informative component (46.4%). This means they primarily aim to inform citizens and other publics with shared interests. Mobilizing actions appear in 35.2% of the publications and, although at a greater distance, self-organizing actions are also important (9.5%), such as meetings between different entities or preparatory tasks for upcoming demonstrations. Social networks become, therefore, a tool mainly oriented to indirect lobbying (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2022; Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024). In fact, this type of action is present in almost all the posts (96.6%). Virtually no examples of direct actions targeting public authorities (reports, meetings) were found in this study.

The indirect nature of these lobbying actions is also evident in the priority targets of the publications (RQ4 – Who is the target audience for the online messages of anti-tourism groups and movements; RQ5 – Which actors do they explicitly mention in their messages?), since the citizenry is the main target audience of most publications (93.2%).

This data suggests that the analyzed organizations, therefore, aim to achieve grassroots mobilization in its strictest sense, as they mainly use the X’s tagging feature (the @ symbol with a username) to mention other similar entities and movements (17.7% of the publications with a mention). In addition, media-oriented actions do not have a particularly significant presence (6.5%) and, when they are mentioned (16.1% of publications with a mention), it is done to share information published by them, as a way of giving credit of authorship rather than to establish a direct dialog with them.

This dialog does not take place with public authorities either, despite the fact that institutions and their representatives are the second public which messages are addressed (5.7% of the total) and are mentioned in 6.5% of them. Given the characteristics of X, which allows for almost entirely horizontal communication between users, one might expect a new form of direct lobbying adapted to the digital space: relations with the public authorities through social networks, but this does not occur, at least not publicly, since there is no evidence of the slightest debate or exchange of information. The mentions, on many occasions, are made as a form of criticism more oriented to let citizens know who are responsible for a particular situation than to a direct dialog with them.

Due to its exploratory nature, the main limitation of this research is the size of its sample, which prevents the results from being extrapolated universally. However, these findings do provide some initial insights for the application of communication and lobbying strategies by the organizations studied, as well as showing that, as with other types of organizations (Casero-Ripollés, 2015), social networks are a valid communicative resource for the lobbying work of pressure groups opposing mass tourism in the main cities of Spain, at least in its indirect form. Future research should consider working with larger samples and incorporating qualitative methodologies (interviews, focus groups) to deepen the understanding of the strategies and tools employed by these organizations. Additionally, the self-perception of these entities as pressure groups will be considered as a future line of research.
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