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% of respondents
indonesia  Thailand  Vietnam

Tourism board 735% 405% 00%
Social media 695% 580% 85%
Travel agency 685% 585% 615%
Travel sites 64.0% 755% 785%
Search engines 595% 465% 740%
Recommended by others. 585% 37.0% 83.0%
v 460% 375% 450%
Travel blogs. 415% 55.0% 20%
Travel community sites. 415% 480% 510%
Tourism books 37.0% 555% 34.0%
Tourism magazines 37.0% 480% 56.5%
Newspapers 29.0% 250% 365%
Radio 135% 160% 160%
Other a0% 9.0% 75%

Note: 1=200 ages 17 in each country: i the past 3 yeas includes travel
for family everes, refgious reasor, national o leisure
Source: W8S Group, ‘Oversea Travel Behavior Study i Thialland,Indonesia
and Vietniam In 2015," Nov 11,2015
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	Social media is fast becoming the most used marketing tool among businesses in various industries. It is found to be more cost saving and gives a wider coverage for businesses to reach out to their potential as well as current and previous customers. This paper assesses the use of social media as a marketing tool among homestay operators in Sabah. A questionnaire survey was carried out among 88 registered homestay in Sabah to examine the usage of social media by these homestay operators. Results found that majority of the homestay operators are being exposed to some form of social media usage. However, usage of social media as a promotional tool for their homestay business is still lacking as most of them are still experimenting on the use of social media.  This research will add to the existing literature on social media usage behavior among SMES in Malaysia, particularly  among homestay operators in Sabah. 
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Introduction
Social media has emerged as the new way in which people connect socially, through integrated information and communication technology (i.e mobile and web-based technologies) and the construction of words, pictures, videos and audio. Not only is it  a new way to communicate, but also an entire virtual environment built upon users contributions and interactions. It has become one of the most powerful  online networking tools in the world, where  businesses and consumers are able to communicate without any boundaries.
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as “a group of Internet-based applications build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allows the creation and exchange of user-generated content”. It is also being defined as internet applications such as Facebook and Twitter that allow their users to create, share and consume consumer-generated content (Lange-Faria and Elliot, 2012). Tussyadiah and Zach (2013) has  identified  social media as the normal way for the new generation of consumers to search and share information while reviewing related information  and experience socialising  with other users. Additionally, Bodnar and Cohen (2011) has concluded  three major points in their review of different social media definitions from different perspectives. The first point was social media depend highly on information technology, that includes online tools, applications, platforms and media. Secondly, social media is a peer-to- peer communication channels, that allows interactive web's content creation, collaboration and exchange by users, that leads to changes in the way organisations, communities and individuals communicate with one another; and finally, social media affects users behaviour and life as a whole as it  link users to form a virtual community by using different forms of social media platforms. 

The era of social media has changed the way businesses are communicating with their customers and vice versa. It has transformed customers from passive receivers of messages from businesses to active participants that also creates contents about the business to be shared online (Hays et al., 2013). Consumers are now able to interact with businesses in a more transparent virtual environment and are more empowered to share whatever thoughts they have on the business openly (Hvass and Munar, 2012 ;Qualman, 2012). Majority of consumers turn to social media when deciding on their travel destinations for recommendations and ideas, where they can find endless information from both businesses and users themselves.  Therefore, there is a need for businesses to fully utilize  the benefits that social media  can offer to the growth of their business. Gretzel et al. (2006), recommended that in the effort to attempt using social media, businesses particularly tourism operators must be informed on the effective ways to use it and this must be accompanied with their commitment to learn using social media the right way. Therefore, the objective of this preliminary study is to find out the usage  of social media among  homestay operators in Sabah, Malaysia and whether they are incorporating the use of social media in their homestay promotion  efforts.

Social Media and Tourism 

Social media plays a significant role in many aspects of tourism, especially in information search and decision-making behaviours, tourism promotion and communication channel between tourism providers and their guests.  It allows tourists to engage in real time information sharing through Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube (Sigala et al., 2012), thus vastly facilitating communication, knowledge exchange, social interaction and collaboration not only at the regional and national level but globally as well (Rocha and Victor 2010; Sigala 2008). The interactive characteristics of Web 2.0 applications offers an exciting engagement for all connected through it. Not only does it allow users to get connected in real time with other users and the service provider, it has also made the communication process simpler and more affordable for all parties involved (Kim et al., 2007). Nonetheless, social media also enables tourists to become active co-creators of tourism related information  and agents (Tussyadiah and Zach ,2013).  
In tourism, social media has changed the way tourists plan and decide their travel destinations. Travellers now have access to almost unlimited travel information created by other travelers and they get to refer to these information when planning and deciding for their trip (Yoo & Gretzel, 2011). The uncertain and intangible nature of tourism products has lead tourists to rely on recommendations from family and friends before deciding to purchase (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010 ; Burgess et al., 2009). It was found that travel content created online by other travellers were more credible and trustworthy than contents from professionals or marketer information as they share their own experiences without being pressured to say anything by the service providers (Fotis, Buhalis, & Rossides, 2012).  Fotis et al. also mentioned in their study that travellers use social media in different phases of their trips. Some use it for information search before the trip, while some use it for experience sharing during and after the trip (Fotis et al., 2012).  In their study, Werthner and Ricci  (2004), has found that social media has greatly influence and changed the way tourist purchase their travel related products and services (Werthner and Ricci, 2004). This finding was further supported by a study done by the World Travel Market in 2013, that has identified travellers from the United Kingdom to be highly dependent on social media sites when planning for their holiday ( World Travel Market, 2013). Additionally, as depict in Figure 1, communities in the Asia  Pacific region was also found to rely heavily on social media in getting information and making travel decisions, compared to other sources of information  (eMarketer, 2015). Nowadays, tourists are able to communicate directly with the service providers as well as other tourist who have experienced the service before. These interactions via social media plays an important role in determining whether the tourist will travel to the destination and use the particular product or services or otherwise. In essence, social media provides tourism organisations with countless opportunities that can further strengthen the organisations relationship with their tourists in a more innovative way (Tussyadiah and Zach, 2013).
Social Media and Homestay Industries 

The advent of social media has allowed tourists from all around the world to directly get in touch and communicate with tourism organisations despite their location. In this era of digital technology, tourists have access to unlimited information via different types of social media platforms (Tussyadiah and Zach ,2013).  In addition to the existing social media accounts by tourism players, the tourists themselves are also able to communicate directly with the tourism organisations in an environment that is outside the control of the tourism players.  As a result, tourists are more empowered and has become  active co-creators of tourism related information  as well as  agents of spreading information that can either make or break a particular tourism organisation (Tussyadiah and Zach, 2013).

Figure 1: Sources Where Internet Users Found Information About Their Most Recent Travel Destination
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Social media has greatly influenced and change the way industries are operating and how businesses are being managed, with no exemption on the homestay industry. However, since  most of the homestay businesses are operating in the rural areas, the rate of their adoption to use social media or any other information technology related appliances are somehow limited due to various barriers that they have to face (Mouton, 2001). Nonetheless, still some homestays are slowly trying to adopt the use of technology, particularly social media in their homestay operations as they realized the importance of technology for their homestays. Technology has been posited as the most important source of sustainable competitive advantage for tourism players (Connolly and Olsen, 2000). It will also allow the homestays to reach out and sell themselves to potential tourists internationally (Chong, Pervan, and Bauer, 2001). 
A study by Yiamjanya (2016) on homestays in Thailand found that , although homestays in Thailand were making efforts to integrate social media in their business, their usage are limited to relationship building and advertising of products to perspective customers only. Their usage of social media did not include the use to make online reservations and payment. This is due to the high costs that will incur if they were to adopt that kind of technology.  Öztamura  and Karakadılar (2014) in their study on use of social media by smes also found that information on the social media accounts were not updated frequently and are most of the time not appealing to the users (Öztamura  and Karakadılar, 2014).
On the one hand, social media provides businesses with direct and timely contact with their customers globally and at relatively low cost compared to traditional communication tools, and enables companies to create long-term relationships with their customers. Additionally, it also  strengthens the power of customers by allowing them to actively create content and freely communicate with other customers as well as  businesses. Based on this scenario, it would be a big loss if businesses if they do not take the opportunity to utilize the benefits offered by using social media. This is supported by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), where in their study mentioned that businesses without any social media accounts (i.e Facebook or YouTube) indicates that the business is not optimizing on the power of social media.  
Homestay in Sabah 
As at December 2016, there are 293 homestay operators in Sabah, registered under the Malaysian Homestay Program, overseen by the Ministry of Culture and Arts Malaysia (MOTAC, 2017). These operators are scattered across 22 districts in Sabah, mostly located in the West Coast divisions, specifically districts of  Kota Belud, Tuaran, Papar, Penampang and Ranau. Other districts includes Beaufort, Kuala Penyu, Sipitang and Tambunan in the Interior division, Kudat in the North, Kinabatangan and Lahad Datu districts in the East Coast of Sabah.  Majority of these homestays are located in the rural areas, far from the hustle and bustle of the city. Different districts will be dominated by different ethnic groups that are able to offer not only diverse cultural and traditional products, but also diversity in terms of its surrounding natural environment.  For example, in the Ranau district, majority of the local community is made of the Dusun tribe. Kudat district  on the other hand is majority populated with the Rungus community. Alternatively, majority of the community in Kota Belud district are made off the Bajau people. Each tribal group has their own unique culture, traditions and lifestyle.  In terms of the natural surrounding environment, Ranau district  has a cool and refreshing environment as it is situated closest to Mount Kinabalu, the highest mountain in Malaysia, while Kudat offers beautiful beaches as it is located closest to the tip of Borneo, the third largest island in the world, after Greenland and New Guinea (Sabah Tourism, 2016).  Homestay revenue collected at the end of December 2016 totalled to RM4,481,132, which were collected from  40,099 local tourists and 7,845 foreign tourists (MOTAC, 2017).  
Research Methodology 

The aim of this study is to identify the profile of homestay that uses social media in their business operations and at the same time to find out the usage of social media by homestay operators in Sabah. Therefore, an exploratory study that adopts an inductive approach  was carried out to explore some insights into the use of social media among homestay operators in Sabah. In addition, the researcher also attempts to carry out a further investigation by searching for the actual official Facebook accounts of the homestays. A total of 100 self administered questionnaire was distributed to homestay  operators in districts of Kudat, Kota Belud, Ranau, Penampang, Papar and Beaufort, all in the West Coast of Sabah. All the respondents were legal homestay operators, registered under the Malaysian Homestay program under the Ministry of Tourism Culture and Arts Malaysia. Apart from the questionnaires, a manual search for the homestay’s Facebook account was also carried out. This is done to have a fair understanding of how homestay operators are currently utilizing social media for promotion purposes. 
Results and Discussion 
Out of the 120 respondents approached, only 94 respondents were willing to participate in the survey. Majority of the respondents were made of homestay operators who have been in the business for 1 to 4 years (36.2%). Followed by 13 to 16 years (20.2%) and 17 and above (16%). Only 7.4% of the respondents have started their homestay business in less than a year during the time of the survey. Majority of the individual homestay (66%) are able to accommodate 10 and more people at any one time, hosting an average of more than 40 guests per month (40.4%).  There are three major categories of tourists who patronise the homestay in Sabah. Two categories yielded the same percentage, are local Malaysian guests (21.3%) and guests from Malaysia , Asia and the  USA (21.3%), and the third category was a combination of guests from Malaysia, Asia, Europe, Australia (20.2%). Majority of the guests will spend 3 days 2 nights (43.6%) and 42.6% will stay for 2 days 1 night at the homestay of their choice. 

Table 1: Homestay Profile
	Variables
	Items
	Percentage (%)

	Years in Operation
	Less than one year
	7.4

	
	1-4 years
	36.2

	
	5-8 years
	10.6

	
	9-12 years
	9.6

	
	13-16 years
	20.2

	
	17 years and above
	16.0

	No. of guests can accommodate at any one time
	1-3 people
	11.7

	
	4-6 people
	11.7

	
	7-9 people
	10.6

	
	10 people and above
	66.0

	No. of guests received per month
	Less than 10 people
	21.3

	
	10-20 people
	13.8

	
	21-30 people
	12.8

	
	31-40 people
	11.7

	
	More than 40 people
	40.4

	Guests duration of  stay
	Daily
	4.3

	
	2 days, 1 night
	42.6

	
	3 days, 2 nights
	43.6

	
	4 days, 3 nights
	7.4

	
	5 days, 4 nights
	2.1

	
	6 days, 5 nights and more
	4.3

	Guests origin
	Malaysian
	21.3

	
	Malaysia, Asia & USA
	21.3

	
	Malaysia , Asia, Europe & Australia
	20.2

	
	Malaysia ,Asia & Europe
	23.4

	
	Others
	13.8


In terms of the homestay operator’s engagement with social media, results show that the most used form of social media is Facebook and Whastapp (36.2%), followed by Whatsapp (11.7%). 97.9% of the operators declares that they are currently using social media to promote their homestay, and 79.8% uses their personal social media account to promote their homestay. On the frequency that they engage in social media, it was found that 25.5 % are on social media at least once a week and another 21.3% engage in social media more than once a week, where they engage in activities such as socialising (87.2%) and communicating  with their guests (96.8%), searching (93.6%)  and disseminating  of information (97.9%). However since a majority of them are using their personal social media accounts for both business and personal matters (79.8%), their information search and dissemination are not limited to matters regarding to homestay only.
Table 2: Social Media Usage
	Variables
	Items
	Percentage (%)

	Types of social media used
	Facebook 
	9.6

	
	Whatsapp
	11.7

	
	Facebook and Whatsapp
	36.2

	
	Facebook and Instagram
	5.3

	
	Facebook, Instagram and Whatsapp
	9.6

	
	Facebook, Whatsapp and Blog
	9.6

	
	Facebook, Whatsapp, Instagram, Wechat, Twitter and  Blog
	6.4

	
	Facebook, Instagram,  Whatsapp and Wechat
	5.3

	
	Others
	6.3

	Use of social media to promote busienss
	Yes


	97.9

	
	No
	2.1

	Use of Personal Social Media to promote business
	Yes


	79.8

	
	No
	20.2

	Frequency of Social Media Use
	At least once a day
	21.3

	
	More than once a day
	18.1

	
	At least once a week
	25.5

	
	More than once a week
	21.3

	
	Less often
	13.8

	Use of social media to socialize
	Yes 


	87.2

	
	No
	12.8

	Use of social media to search for information 
	Yes 


	93.6

	
	No
	6.4

	Use of social media to disseminate information
	Yes 


	97.9

	
	No
	2.1

	Use of social media to  communicate with customers
	Yes 


	96.8

	
	No
	3.2

	Use of social media to  promote business
	Yes 


	98.9

	
	No
	1.1


Conclusions
From this study, it can be concluded that although the homestay industry in Sabah receives a lot of demand from tourists both locally and internationally, homestay operators were still found to actively look for ways to further promote their homestays. To keep up with technology development, as well as changes in tourists behaviour, the operators have attempted to incorporate the use of social media as a tool to promote their homestay. Operators are now more aware on the importance of maintaining a social media account to build and maintain relationships with their potential, current and previous tourists. They are aware of the changing behavior of tourists, who now relies heavily on social media in making travel plans and decisions.  However, it was found that the homestay operators  were still not able to fully utilize the power of social media in their promotion. Although majority of them are familiar with using social media,  they are still lacking in terms of  how to strategically utilize social media to attract tourists attention. Investigation on some social media accounts owned by homestay operators in Sabah on Facebook discovered several problems related to the usage of social media among homestay operators. Firstly, the names of their social media account were not easily discovered. They were not able to use the appropriate names or keywords that can make their page easily searchable. Some of the operators use their own personal Facebook to promote their homestay. This makes it even more difficult for tourists to search for the homestay if the name of the homestay owner is not known by the tourists. Secondly, the operators are found to have some barriers in terms of language, where majority of them were not able to actively communicate due to language barriers. Using English as the medium of communication was a big problem for them as not all the homestay operators were able to read and write in English. Therefore, majority of their posting on Facebook would be in Bahasa Malaysia or even in their own local language. It was also observed that although the homestay operators  are able to posts photos of activities held at their homestay, yet they are unable to put caption on those photos due to language barriers. Thus, leaving the audience guessing what those pictures were supposed to mean.  Thirdly, it was also found that some operators did not focus on posting homestay or travel related content on their social media page. The availability of non travel related such as multilevel marketing advertisements would turn tourists off in frustration because they are not able to get the information that they are searching for. 
Nonetheless, there were also a few operators who were able to create an active social presence in the virtual community. They were able to reach out to tourists and provide the necessary information about their homestay using the English language. These homestays were able to get a huge number of followers and likes from people around the world through their active posting of information and attractive videos or pictures of happenings in and around their homestay. 
From this current research findings and observations, it can be concluded that most of the homestay operators in Sabah, already have some basic skills in using social media. However, most of their skills are limited. Therefore, there is an urgent need to provide the homestay operators with proper training to enhance their social media skills, particularly in terms of social media marketing.  This is very important so that they would be able to use social media systematically and effectively in promoting their homestays to tourists, thus attracting more guests from all around the world to experience their local hospitality. 
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