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Introduction

The social and academic importance of Digital Humanities 
(DH) as a multidisciplinary research field lies in its capacity to 
provide reliable solutions to the investigation of social pheno-
mena, and to contribute to the construction of human knowledge 
with informed social understandings (Sayers 2018). This prac-
tice enables researchers to obtain reproducible and replicable re-
sults, which may provide novel insights into meaning-making 
social processes and particularly in communication’s discursive 
power to shape views and behaviors. In this regard, quantitative 
and empirical analysis of digital discourse practices has emer-
ged as key practice in scholarly research; indeed, it allows to un-
derstand covert intentions in the dissemination of information 
that are perpetuated and legitimized at a pervasive level (Stöckl 
et al. 2020).

Areas of inquiry

Recent studies have shown the wide applicability and potentiali-
ties offered by a multimodal framework built on Systemic Func-
tional Linguistics (SFL), both for its novel approach to the syste-
matic analysis of semiotic resources, and for its view of language 
as one of the systems of choices and multilayered meaning po-
tentials humans rely on to achieve communicative goals (Thomp-
son et al. 2019). Within this social and academic context, tou-
rism promotional narratives continue to be investigated in terms 
of communicative purposes and visuo-linguistic choices, particu-
larly due to their degree of adaptability to the socio-economic con-
text (Francesconi 2014).

The project

This contribution intends to present a DH doctoral project which 
explored multisemiotic, persuasive practices designed to promote 
holiday destinations and affect prospective consumers’ purcha-

sing behavior. Particularly, these are argued to play on capita-
list-driven, socially constructed views of travel experiences which
convey positive attitudes towards a destination through significant
visual semiotic labor (Dann 1996). In other words, the project ex-
amines discourse specialists’ attempts to shape positive expecta-
tions regarding the authentic and unknown that overplay the role
of travel as a solution to human needs, also by relying on tou-
rists’ inner desire for exclusivity, control and allegedly deliberate
choice to engage emotively with the extra-ordinary (Urry and
Larsen 2011).

The main objective of the project was the systematic classifi-
cation of the main visuo-linguistic features detected in contem-
porary tourism narratives by means of data-driven tagging mo-
dels. Indeed, these allowed for the quantification and statistical
measurement of the frequency and variance of these entities across
tourism digital channels after a process of testing and adaptation
of theory-based categorizations.

The main result obtained is the definition of an Instagram
image-centric genre of tourism communication which, through
aesthetically appealing and evocative visual representations of
pristine natural environments, and their combination with evalua-
tive, emotive language, stimulates attention and assigns covertly
to tourists the syntactic and semantic role of passive consumers
supposedly in control of the experience (Mattei 2023). All of this,
in turn, boosts emotionally charged, impulsive reactions that en-
courage customers to gain additional, concrete information on
travel destinations and make purchase decisions on websites that
are perceived as informed, reasonable, thus valid and meaningful
(Manca 2016; Bateman 2014).

Methodology

This presentation seeks to provide an understanding of the mul-
tilayered and multisemiotic methodological framework develo-
ped and implemented to carry out the project, and to offer an
overview of the main results. Attention will be devoted to the de-
scription of the manual annotation and statistical measurement
of varying degrees of occurrences of specific features in multi-
modal meaning design through the notion of metafunction. The
latter allowed also for a solid, qualitative discussion of the patterns
of differences in the use of visual and written semiotic choices, and
which confirmed the existence of specific communicative goals
across channels.

For the measurement of multimodal strategies, six corpora of
texts and images were collected from the websites and Instagram
accounts of three popular English-speaking tourism boards, na-
mely Tourism Ireland, Destination Canada, and Western Austra-
lia. The data-driven tagging systems that were adapted to tourism
professional photography and discourse build on SFL and the
Grammar of Visual Design (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006); in
particular, the model for the detection of visual strategies was de-
signed on a new software (Pibiri and Mattei 2020) for user-fri-
endly and freely accessible, online annotation of image corpora
with tailored models and statistics tests. This tool allowed to per-
form exploratory, inferential statistical analyses in R (PCA, CA,
Chi-square), and to implement measures to assess the degree of
reliability and reproducibility of the tagging procedure (Cohen’s
kappa; Krippendorff’s alpha).

The empirical investigation unveiled significant differences in
the use of visual strategies across the two promotional channels,
both in terms of chi-square values, contributions to different di-
mensions and (co)patterning of tags.
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Figure 1. Example of PCA clustering annotated images

Results: Discussion

The visual analysis revealed a large number of Instagram re-
action processes involving aerial views of uncontaminated envi-
ronments or back views of solitary individuals surrounded and
absorbed by aesthetically pleasant environments. This shapes an
impersonal relationship with dehumanized subjects that fosters vi-
sual pre-consumption, commodification through a romantic gaze
of capitalist privilege, superiority and extra-ordinary illusion of
control over the natural destination.

On the other hand, the study of the most frequent processes
(verbs), participants from a syntactic, semantic perspective and
the keyword semantic categorization shed light on the ways in
which Instagram fosters service pre-consumption by shaping per-
ceptive, emotive expectations. This was realized mostly through
relational processes describing the destination’s aesthetic attribu-
tes and mental processes of imagination and emotion, which as-
signed agency to prospective tourists only in terms of inner con-
sumption. Indeed, customers were mostly positioned syntactically
as subjects to fulfill the function of static Sensers of natural Pheno-
mena; they were rarely Actors engaged in actions in the external
world.

The adjective wordlists analysis led to the detection of evoked
satisfaction as the most frequent Affect resource of Attitude online,
with emerging trends of reaction and evoked valuation Apprai-
sal acts occurring mostly on Instagram. These evaluative patterns
foster agreement with marketers’ value positions and stimulate in-
group identification.

Future directions

Future directions include the application of this framework
to the development of constructive, eco-discourse narratives,
which encourage tourists to engage actively in sustainable activi-
ties that preserve natural environments, thus ensuring green areas
survival for neo-Fordist satisfaction (Stibbe 2014).
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