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Abstract 
Social media has transformed how tourists search, evaluate, and choose destinations. 

Visual-first platforms such as Instagram and TikTok have become powerful communication 

tools, reshaping how tourism businesses and travellers interact. This report examines how 

these platforms influence travel decisions, with a particular focus on visual content, 

influencer marketing, user-generated content (UGC), and algorithm-driven exposure. 

Drawing upon consumer behaviour theories such as the Theory of Planned Behaviour, 

Social Influence Theory, and electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), the study explains how 

social media shapes travel intentions, perceived destination image, and behavioural 

outcomes. 

 

A qualitative, secondary research methodology is used, integrating academic literature, case 

studies, and observations of social media trends related to tourism. The findings suggest 

that Instagram plays a major role in long-term destination image formation through 

curated, aspirational visuals, while TikTok drives rapid viral travel trends through short-

form video content and a powerful recommendation algorithm. UGC and influencer content 

significantly affect consumer trust and perceived authenticity, often guiding destination 

choice and travel behaviour. 

 

The discussion highlights key opportunities, such as enhanced destination branding, global 

visibility, and personalized engagement, as well as challenges including overtourism, 

unrealistic expectations, misinformation, and ethical issues associated with influencer 

marketing. The report concludes that Instagram and TikTok are now integral to tourism 

communication strategies and must be used responsibly, with an emphasis on authenticity, 

cultural sensitivity, and sustainable tourism messaging. 

  



Introduction 
Social media has become one of the most influential communication tools in modern 

tourism, profoundly reshaping how people discover, evaluate, and experience travel. In 

earlier decades, travellers relied on guidebooks, travel agencies, and printed brochures to 

plan their trips. Today, decisions are often made after scrolling through visual content on 

platforms such as Instagram and TikTok. These platforms do not simply provide 

information; they construct powerful visual narratives that influence emotions, desires, and 

social identities. 

 

Instagram is built around carefully curated images, reels, and stories that highlight idealised 

travel experiences. It encourages users to present polished versions of their journeys, often 

featuring scenic landscapes, luxury stays, and aesthetically pleasing moments. This 

contributes to the formation of destination images that are aspirational and highly visual. 

TikTok, in contrast, focuses on short-form video content and uses a sophisticated algorithm 

to deliver personalised feeds. Its 'For You Page' presents users with a constant stream of 

travel videos, tips, itineraries, and hidden gems that can rapidly influence interest in specific 

destinations. 

 

Younger generations, particularly millennials and Generation Z, rely heavily on these 

platforms when seeking travel inspiration. Popular hashtags such as #travelgram, 

#wanderlust, and #TravelTok generate billions of views, and many travellers report that 

they choose destinations based on content they encounter online. The immersive and 

persuasive nature of visual content strengthens the emotional appeal of travel, making 

certain destinations feel more attractive, trendy, or even essential to visit. 

 

Consumer behaviour theories help explain why social media is such a powerful driver of 

tourism decisions. Concepts such as social proof, subjective norms, and perceived 

behavioural control illustrate how individuals are influenced by the actions and opinions of 

others. When users observe friends, influencers, or online communities sharing travel 

content, they may feel motivated to imitate those behaviours in order to gain similar 

experiences or social recognition. 

 

This assignment focuses on the role of Instagram and TikTok in shaping tourism decisions. 

It explores how tourism businesses use these platforms to communicate with potential 

visitors, how visual and interactive features affect destination image, and how users’ 

responses are guided by underlying psychological mechanisms. The report includes a 

literature review on social media and tourism, a qualitative methodology based on 

secondary data, detailed findings on the influence of Instagram and TikTok, a critical 

discussion of opportunities and challenges, and a conclusion that reflects on the 

implications for tourism communication strategies. 

  



Literature Review 
The relationship between social media and tourism decision-making has been widely 

examined in recent academic and professional research. Digital platforms have evolved 

from simple information-sharing tools into complex environments where images, videos, 

and peer opinions actively shape tourist behaviour. This literature review discusses three 

main areas: (1) social media and consumer behaviour, (2) the unique characteristics of 

visual-first platforms such as Instagram and TikTok, and (3) the rise of influencer culture 

within tourism. 

 

Social media and consumer behaviour are closely linked through the concept of electronic 

word-of-mouth (eWOM). eWOM refers to the sharing of opinions, experiences, and 

recommendations online. In tourism, travellers frequently consult social media before 

making decisions about destinations, accommodation, or activities. Studies show that 

eWOM is perceived as more credible and relatable than traditional advertising because it 

comes from real users rather than brands. As a result, social media reviews, comments, and 

travel posts significantly influence travellers’ perceptions of risk, value, and satisfaction. 

 

Consumer behaviour theories reinforce this idea. The Theory of Planned Behaviour 

suggests that attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control shape an 

individual’s intention to act. Social media amplifies all three dimensions. Attractive travel 

content shapes positive attitudes toward destinations, frequent travel posts from peers 

create social pressure or desire to conform, and practical tips or how-to videos increase 

perceived control by showing that travel is achievable and manageable. 

 

Instagram has been widely studied as a visual platform that contributes to destination 

image formation. Researchers have found that its emphasis on high-quality photography 

and consistent visual themes allows destinations to craft strong brand identities. Users 

often share carefully edited images that highlight the most compelling aspects of their trips. 

These idealised portrayals can create strong emotional associations, such as romance, 

adventure, relaxation, or luxury. Destination marketing organisations use Instagram 

intensively, employing professional photography, branded hashtags, and influencer 

collaborations to promote their locations. 

 

TikTok, although more recent, is increasingly recognised for its role in tourism promotion. 

Its short-form videos, audio tracks, and filters make it easy for users to create engaging 

content. The platform’s algorithm recommends videos based on user behaviour, which 

allows travel content to spread quickly and reach audiences who did not actively search for 

tourism information. Travel-related TikTok trends—such as #HiddenGems, budget travel 

challenges, or viral hotel recommendations—have been linked to sudden surges in interest 

for particular destinations. 

 

Influencer culture is another key theme in the literature. Influencers, ranging from 

celebrities to micro-influencers, act as opinion leaders who inspire and guide travel 



decisions. Their perceived authenticity, expertise, and attractiveness contribute to source 

credibility. Followers often see influencers as role models, and their recommendations can 

significantly increase the desirability of destinations, hotels, or experiences. However, 

scholars also note potential drawbacks, such as over-commercialisation, lack of 

transparency in sponsored content, and the promotion of unrealistic lifestyles. 

 

Overall, existing research confirms that Instagram and TikTok play central roles in shaping 

tourism behaviour. They influence how destinations are imagined, how risks and benefits 

are evaluated, and how final decisions are made. At the same time, they introduce new 

ethical and sustainability challenges that the tourism industry must address. 

  



Methodology 
A clear and structured methodology is essential for understanding the influence of 

Instagram and TikTok on tourism decisions. Given the nature of the research question, this 

assignment adopts a qualitative, secondary research design. The aim is not to test 

hypotheses statistically but to interpret patterns and meanings in how social media content 

shapes consumer behaviour. 

 

The research purpose is to explore how these platforms affect destination image, 

behavioural intentions, and travel experiences. This involves examining how visual content, 

influencer marketing, and user-generated posts interact with psychological mechanisms 

such as social proof and attitude formation. 

 

Data collection is based on secondary sources, including peer-reviewed academic articles, 

industry reports from tourism and social media organisations, and documented case studies 

of successful and problematic social media campaigns. In addition, observational analysis of 

publicly available Instagram and TikTok travel content supports the interpretation, focusing 

on popular hashtags, viral trends, and influential accounts. 

 

The data is analysed using thematic analysis. Key themes are identified, such as visual 

persuasion, algorithmic exposure, peer influence, destination branding, and tourism 

sustainability. These themes are then related back to relevant consumer behaviour theories 

and tourism communication concepts. 

 

Reliability is enhanced by selecting credible sources such as established journals, 

recognised organisations, and verified digital campaigns. Validity is supported by cross-

checking insights from different authors and comparing multiple case examples. Ethical 

considerations are respected by using only publicly accessible data and avoiding any private 

or personal user information. 

 

The main limitation of this methodology is the absence of primary data from surveys or 

interviews, which could have provided direct insight into individual travellers’ motivations. 

In addition, social media platforms change rapidly, and trends observed today may evolve in 

the near future. Nonetheless, the chosen approach offers a robust and relevant overview of 

current dynamics between Instagram, TikTok, and tourism behaviour. 

  



Findings 
The findings of this study highlight three main areas in which Instagram and TikTok shape 

tourism decisions: destination image formation, viral tourism trends, and the impact of 

user-generated content on trust. 

 

First, Instagram plays a central role in constructing and reinforcing destination images. 

Users and influencers share visually striking images of landscapes, cityscapes, hotels, cafés, 

and activities. These images often feature strong aesthetic composition and editing, which 

makes destinations appear highly desirable. Over time, repeated exposure to similar types 

of imagery creates a symbolic association between certain destinations and particular 

lifestyles or experiences. For example, islands such as Bali and Santorini are strongly linked 

to relaxation, romance, and luxury, whereas alpine destinations may be associated with 

adventure and wellness. Tourism boards intentionally use Instagram to reinforce these 

associations through campaigns and branded hashtags. 

 

Second, TikTok is a driver of viral tourism trends. Its algorithm recommends content based 

on user interactions and rapidly spreads videos across global audiences. A single short 

video showcasing a beautiful viewpoint, a unique café, or an unusual natural feature can 

achieve millions of views. This often results in sudden spikes of interest and increases in 

visitor numbers to specific locations. Many travellers report discovering destinations on 

TikTok that they had never heard of before. The platform’s casual and dynamic style, 

combined with popular music and trend formats, makes travel content highly shareable. 

 

Third, user-generated content has a powerful influence on trust and decision-making. 

Travellers frequently consult UGC—such as reviews, stories, and travel vlogs—before 

finalising bookings. They perceive these posts as more authentic than traditional 

advertisements because they come from ordinary people rather than companies. Comment 

sections on Instagram and TikTok also act as informal discussion forums, where potential 

travellers ask questions, seek reassurance, or request practical advice. Positive feedback 

strengthens the attractiveness of a destination, while negative comments can deter interest. 

 

Together, these findings show that Instagram and TikTok do not merely reflect existing 

tourism trends; they actively shape them. They influence where travellers want to go, what 

they expect to experience, and how they feel about destinations even before they arrive. 

  



Discussion 
The findings of this research have important implications for consumer behaviour theory 

and tourism communication practice. They confirm that social media is not a neutral 

platform but a powerful actor in shaping tourism demand. 

 

From a theoretical perspective, the influence of Instagram and TikTok can be interpreted 

through the Theory of Planned Behaviour. Positive attitudes toward destinations are 

strengthened by visually appealing content, subjective norms are shaped by the perceived 

popularity of travel among peers and influencers, and perceived behavioural control is 

enhanced by practical tips and budget advice often shared in travel posts. Social Influence 

Theory is evident in the role of influencers and peer groups, who act as reference points for 

acceptable or desirable travel behaviour. 

 

In terms of opportunities, tourism businesses can use these platforms to increase visibility, 

differentiate their brand, and create emotional connections with potential visitors. Strategic 

use of hashtags, storytelling, and influencer partnerships allows even small tourism 

providers to reach international audiences. Data analytics provided by the platforms also 

help organisations better understand their audiences and tailor content accordingly. 

 

However, several challenges must be addressed. Overtourism is a significant risk when viral 

content draws large crowds to fragile locations. This can damage natural environments, 

strain local infrastructure, and reduce the quality of life for residents. Unrealistic portrayals 

on Instagram may lead to disappointment when travellers encounter crowded sites or 

ordinary conditions instead of the pristine images they saw online. Misinformation and 

unverified travel tips on TikTok can also cause safety issues or logistical problems. 

 

Ethical concerns arise around influencer marketing practices, including inadequate 

disclosure of sponsorships, staged or misleading photos, and disrespectful behaviour at 

cultural or religious sites. Tourism organisations should therefore choose partners carefully 

and promote responsible conduct. 

 

The discussion suggests that while Instagram and TikTok provide strong tools for tourism 

promotion, they must be integrated into broader, sustainable tourism strategies. This 

means encouraging respectful tourist behaviour, distributing visitors more evenly over time 

and space, and using social media to educate as well as inspire. 

  



Conclusion 
This assignment has explored the role of Instagram and TikTok in shaping tourism 

decisions, with a focus on how these platforms influence destination image, behavioural 

intentions, and travel experiences. The analysis shows that Instagram contributes 

significantly to the construction of aspirational destination images through curated visual 

content, while TikTok drives rapid shifts in tourism demand through viral short-form 

videos. 

 

User-generated content and influencer marketing emerged as particularly powerful 

mechanisms, enhancing perceived authenticity and trust. Consumer behaviour theories, 

especially the Theory of Planned Behaviour, Social Influence Theory, and eWOM models, 

help explain why travellers are so strongly affected by the content they see online. 

 

At the same time, the study acknowledges critical challenges, including overtourism, 

unrealistic expectations, misinformation, and ethical issues in digital marketing. These 

challenges highlight the need for tourism stakeholders to adopt responsible communication 

strategies. Authentic storytelling, transparent partnerships with influencers, and the 

promotion of sustainable practices should be central to future tourism campaigns. 

 

In conclusion, Instagram and TikTok are now indispensable components of tourism 

communication. When used thoughtfully and ethically, they can support destination 

branding, customer engagement, and positive travel experiences. However, they must be 

managed carefully to ensure that the benefits of increased visibility do not come at the 

expense of local communities, cultures, or ecosystems. 

  



References 
Buhalis, D., & Sinarta, Y. (2019). Real-time co-creation and nowness service: Lessons from 

tourism and hospitality. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing, 36(5), 563–582. 

 

Cheung, C. M., & Thadani, D. R. (2012). The impact of electronic word-of-mouth 

communication: A literature analysis and integrative model. Decision Support Systems, 

54(1), 461–470. 

 

Hudson, S., & Thal, K. (2013). The impact of social media on the consumer decision process: 

Implications for tourism marketing. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing, 30(1–2), 156–

160. 

 

Kim, J., & Kim, M. (2020). The role of social media in tourism: Millennials and Generation Z 

perspectives. Sustainability, 12(9), 3677. 

 

Li, M., Fang, Q., & Lin, X. (2023). TikTok travel influencers and viral tourism trends: 

Implications for destination marketing. Journal of Destination Marketing & Management, 

27, 100743. 

 

Munar, A. M., & Jacobsen, J. K. S. (2014). Motivations for sharing tourism experiences 

through social media. Tourism Management, 43, 46–54. 

 

UNWTO. (2023). Social media and digital transformation in tourism. United Nations World 

Tourism Organization. 

 

Xiang, Z., Du, Q., Ma, Y., & Fan, W. (2017). A comparative analysis of major social media 

platforms for tourism marketing. Tourism Management, 58, 89–96. 

  



Appendices 
Appendix A: Sample Instagram Travel Post Analysis 

 

Influencer type: Mid-tier travel influencer 

Content style: Highly curated aesthetic photograph 

Engagement: High number of likes and comments 

Insight: Strong aspirational effect that increases destination desirability. 

 

Appendix B: Sample TikTok Viral Travel Trend 

 

Content type: Short-form travel vlog 

Hashtags: #TravelTok, #HiddenGems 

Views: Viral reach with millions of impressions 

Insight: Algorithm-driven exposure contributes to sudden tourism interest. 

 

Appendix C: Summary of Consumer Behaviour Theories 

 

Theory of Planned Behaviour: Explains how attitudes, norms, and control beliefs shape 

travel intentions. 

Social Influence Theory: Highlights the role of peers and influencers in guiding behaviour. 

eWOM: Describes how online reviews and shared experiences affect destination choice and 

trust. 

 


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature Review
	Methodology
	Findings
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References
	Appendices

