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[bookmark: _Toc215261169]1.0 Abstract
Social media is now one of the most powerful forces that shape how people travel today. Tourists now mostly use platforms like Instagram and TikTok to find places to visit, compare travel options, and decide where to stay. This report looks into how Instagram and TikTok affect people's travel choices. It looks at how visual content, user-generated posts, and influencer marketing change how people think and make decisions. The research also examines how tourism enterprises utilize these platforms to promote destinations, interact with customers, and generate travel demand.

Based on recent academic research, the results show that visually appealing and emotionally engaging content has a big effect on how desirable a destination is by changing how travellers think and feel about it. User-generated content (UGC), like photos, reels, and short videos, is seen as more reliable and real than traditional marketing materials. This makes people less unsure and more confident in their travel choices. TikTok's algorithm-driven content discovery speeds up travel behaviour that is based on trends, which leads to viral tourism and has a big impact on younger people in particular.

The report also emphasizes the important role of social media influencers, whose credibility, relatability, and storytelling abilities have a big impact on how people act through parasocial relationships. Tourism businesses are also using social media analytics, short-form video strategies, and influencer collaborations more and more to reach people who are used to using digital devices.

The study finds that Instagram and TikTok have changed how tourism is marketed and how people make decisions by making digital experiences that are visually immersive, socially driven, and very personal. These platforms continue to shape how people travel, how they think about destinations, and what they like, making them essential tools for tourism marketers all over the world.














Contents
Abstract	2
1.Introduction	5
2. Literature Review	7
3 Methodology	12
4 Finding	14
5. Discussion	18
6. Recommendation	21
8. Conclusion	23
Reference List	25





[bookmark: _Toc215261170]2.Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc215261171]Social media has changed the tourism industry by changing how people look for information, get a feel for places, and make decisions about where to stay. Instagram and TikTok are the most powerful digital platforms because they are visual, have fast-paced content, and can change how people feel and act. Tourism is experiential and very visual, so it fits perfectly with the content formats that these platforms offer. As a result, social media now has a big impact on tourism demand, destination image, and travel choices (Gretzel & Sigala, 2020).

Instagram has been a popular place to get travel ideas for a long time because it focuses on beautiful pictures, lifestyle stories, geotagged posts, and content made by influencers. Travellers and influencers who post high-quality photos and short reels help people have positive thoughts about a place and set high aesthetic standards (Mariani et al., 2022). Instagram posts also give social proof and show how popular a place is, which affects tourists who want to go to places that look good and are recommended by others.

TikTok, on the other hand, is a new kind of short-form, algorithm-driven visual communication. The "For You Page" customizes content based on what each user likes, making it easy to find travel tips, destinations, and videos that immerse you in other cultures. TikTok's ability to make things go viral has led to things like "TikTok travel trends," where lesser-known places suddenly become very popular because of trending videos (Zhong & Zhang, 2023). This speeds up the process of making travel plans and encourages people to act on a whim, especially Gen Z travellers.

Social media affects people's decisions about travel in both psychological and social ways. Visual content elicits emotional reactions, including excitement, curiosity, or wanderlust, whereas peer-generated posts mitigate perceived risk by providing genuine insights into actual travel experiences (Filieri & McLeay, 2019). Parasocial interactions with influencers boost trust even more, making recommendations seem more real and relatable.

Instagram and TikTok are now very important for marketing tourism businesses. These platforms are used by hotels, airlines, tour operators, and destination marketing organizations to promote their brands, get people involved, work with influencers, and run targeted ads. Marketers can use social media analytics to keep an eye on consumer sentiment, track trends, and improve their communication strategies based on how their audience behaves (Li et al., 2021).

This report examines the influence of Instagram and TikTok on tourism decisions through an analysis of visual communication strategies, influencer impact, user-generated content, and algorithmic exposure. It seeks to create a thorough understanding of how social media affects modern tourist behaviour and what this means for tourism marketers by bringing together research from many different fields.




3. Literature Review 
Social media sites have a big impact on how people travel by changing how they think about places, get information, and make decisions about where to go. Instagram and TikTok, in particular, have become more popular because their content formats are both visually appealing and emotionally engaging. This literature review examines five principal themes: (1) the construction of destination image via visual content, (2) the efficacy of user-generated content (UGC), (3) influencer marketing and parasocial relationships, (4) algorithmic influence and the prevalence of short-form video trends, and (5) the psychological mechanisms connecting social media to travel decisions.

3.1 Creating a Destination Image Through Visual Content

The image of a destination is a very important factor in deciding whether or not to travel. Because it can share real-time, visually rich content, social media has become a big part of building a destination's image. Instagram plays a big role in the cognitive and emotional parts of destination image by giving travellers aesthetic cues and emotional stimuli that shape their desires (Mariani et al., 2022). The platform's emphasis on visual storytelling allows tourists to view destinations through the perspectives of other users prior to making decisions.

The idea of "visual tourism" shows how pictures and videos can replace real-life experiences, letting travellers see scenery, attractions, and cultural experiences from afar (Gretzel & Sigala, 2020). Instagram's geotagging, hashtags, and curated feeds make this effect even stronger by pushing certain tourism stories and aesthetic standards.

TikTok is different because it focuses on dynamic, short videos that show immersive experiences. Research indicates that TikTok videos influence tourism perceptions by integrating entertainment, realism, and authenticity within a brief duration (Zhong & Zhang, 2023). Viral travel trends from TikTok have been linked to sudden spikes in the number of tourists arriving at certain places. This shows how the platform is having a bigger and bigger effect on global tourism flows.

In general, both platforms have a big impact on how people see a destination. TikTok affects younger travellers with content based on trends, while Instagram affects how people expect a place to look with curated visuals.

3.2 User-Generated Content (UGC) as a Factor in Trust and Decision-Making

UGC is one of the most powerful types of digital information because people think it is real and trustworthy. Travellers trust user-generated content (UGC) like photos, reels, and reviews more than traditional marketing materials because it comes from real people and is shared without the goal of making money (Filieri & McLeay, 2019). This perceived authenticity lowers risk and uncertainty, especially for places that are new or foreign.

UGC affects how people choose to travel in three ways:
(1) Authenticity: Travellers think that content made by other travellers is more trustworthy than content made by brands.
(2) Social proof: a lot of likes, shares, and comments on a post make it seem like a popular place to go.
(3) Lowering risk: pictures of real-life places show how good, safe, and comfortable they are.

Instagram makes it easy for tourists to find thousands of real-life experiences before they make a decision by using hashtags, location tags, and sharing features. TikTok's algorithm makes user-generated content (UGC) more popular, which can quickly reach a lot of people.

Research indicates that user-generated content (UGC) substantially influences various phases of the consumer decision-making process, including problem recognition, information search, evaluation of alternatives, and purchase intention (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010). So, UGC is a powerful tool for travellers in the digital age to use when making decisions.

3.3 Influencer marketing and relationships that aren't real

Influencers have a big impact on how people travel on both Instagram and TikTok. Influencers make lifestyle content that their followers can relate to, which is different from how traditional celebrities do it. Influencer marketing builds trust, credibility, and emotional connections, which makes it a great way to promote tourism (Casaló et al., 2020).

Research identifies three dimensions of influencer impact:
Credibility—knowledge, reliability, and appeal have a big effect on how people act.
Authenticity: Influencers who share real-life experiences get people more involved.
Followers see influencer recommendations as personal advice because of parasocial relationships, which are one-sided emotional bonds (Labrecque, 2014).

Instagram travel influencers often post pictures and videos that are visually appealing and tell a story. TikTok influencers, on the other hand, post spontaneous, energetic videos that show experiences as they happen. Both kinds of content affect how people act, but TikTok influencers tend to have a bigger effect on younger people because the site is more casual.

Tourism companies are working with influencers more and more to promote hotels, destinations, and travel experiences. They know that influencers can change people's minds and get them to want to travel.

3.4 Trends in Short-Form Video and Algorithmic Exposure

One of the most important things that affects tourism trends today is TikTok's algorithm. The "For You Page" uses machine learning to show users content that is tailored to their interests and actions. This personalization makes it possible for travellers to find places they might not have actively looked for (Kaye et al., 2022).

Short videos affect travel choices because of:

strong feelings and quick involvement,

storytelling that draws you in visually,

lots of fun,

the way trends spread quickly, and

algorithms that make popular content even more popular.

Instagram's move toward reels is another example of this. Because video content gets more engagement and is more likely to show up in search results, platforms are putting it higher on their lists (Rodriguez et al., 2021).

This trend-based way of travelling has led to new things, like:

sudden tourist arrivals at places that aren't as well-known,

"Instagrammability" as a big reason why people choose a destination,

viral challenges that get people to go to certain places to take pictures or videos.

Short-form videos, then, speed up and increase the demand for tourism in ways that have never been seen before.

3.5 Psychological Mechanisms that Make Social Media Powerful

There are a number of psychological processes that explain how social media affects tourism choices. Emotional engagement, social comparison, and the fear of missing out (FOMO) are important factors that affect why people travel.

Research indicates that visually attractive social media content elicits emotional responses—such as desire, excitement, anticipation, and curiosity—that enhance the intention to travel (Kim & Kim, 2020). According to social comparison theory, travellers judge their experiences based on how they compare to those of their peers, and they often choose destinations that they think are more socially desirable.

FOMO is especially common among younger travellers, who feel like they have to follow trends or go to popular places to stay socially relevant (Przybylski et al., 2013). This makes a cycle where people travel not only to make themselves happy, but also to make content that can be shared online and build their online social identity.

These psychological mechanisms render social media an exceptionally persuasive instrument that affects both conscious and subconscious travel choices.




3. METHODOLOGY 
This study adopts a qualitative secondary research methodology to explore how Instagram and TikTok influence tourism decisions. A qualitative approach is appropriate because it allows an in-depth understanding of visual communication, emotional responses, and behavioural patterns associated with social media use (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Data Collection
Data for this research were collected from peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, tourism industry reports, and digital publications from 2010–2024. Databases such as Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis, and Emerald Insight were used to locate relevant sources. Search terms included Instagram tourism influence, TikTok travel decisions, social media destination image, UGC tourism marketing, and influencer travel behaviour.
Inclusion Criteria
Sources were selected based on:
· relevance to Instagram, TikTok, and tourism decision-making,
· methodological rigour,
· publication credibility,
· focus on social media behaviour, destination image, or digital marketing.
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to identify and synthesise recurring themes across the selected literature. Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework, the analysis involved coding relevant sections, categorising findings into themes, and integrating them into a cohesive discussion. Key themes included visual content influence, UGC credibility, influencer marketing, algorithmic trends, and psychological factors.
Ethical Considerations
As the research relied solely on publicly available sources, ethical concerns such as confidentiality and informed consent were not applicable. All sources were cited appropriately to ensure academic integrity.
Reliability and Validity
Reliability was ensured by cross-comparing findings across multiple sources and prioritising peer-reviewed and high-impact research. Industry reports were used to support academic findings with real-world evidence. Validity was reinforced through triangulation of perspectives and consistency of themes across multiple studies.
This methodology provides a robust foundation for analysing how Instagram and TikTok shape modern tourism decisions.






5. FINDINGS 
The findings reveal that Instagram and TikTok play a significant role in shaping tourism decisions through visual communication, user-generated content, social influence, and algorithm-driven exposure. The impacts of these platforms extend across all stages of the tourist decision-making process—from initial inspiration to final booking. The findings are organised into four major themes: (1) visual content and destination appeal, (2) UGC credibility and peer influence, (3) influencer marketing and emotional engagement, and (4) trend-based tourism and algorithmic amplification.

5.1 Visual Content as the Primary Driver of Destination Appeal
One of the strongest findings is that visually rich content on Instagram and TikTok acts as a major motivator for travel decisions. Tourism is inherently visual, and travellers rely heavily on images and videos to evaluate destination attractiveness, environmental quality, and cultural appeal. Instagram’s high-quality photos, aesthetic filters, and carefully curated feeds are seen as key tools in shaping perceived destination image. Tourists often choose destinations based on how photogenic or “Instagrammable” they appear (Mariani et al., 2022).
Similarly, TikTok’s short-form videos serve as compelling visual narratives that showcase destinations in more dynamic and immersive ways. TikTok videos often depict experiences such as hiking trails, food tours, adventure activities, or nightlife in quick, engaging clips. This form of rapid storytelling appeals particularly to Gen Z and younger Millennials, who prefer fast, entertaining content. The findings reveal that TikTok videos spark emotional reactions such as excitement and curiosity, which increase intention to visit.
Visual content supports emotional engagement, reducing uncertainty by showing real-life scenes and offering clear sensory cues. High-quality visuals also help travellers create mental simulations of the travel experience, strengthening their desire to visit a destination. This confirms that visual stimuli are among the most powerful predictors of travel behaviour.

5.2 User-Generated Content (UGC) Enhances Trust and Decision-Making
Findings strongly indicate that UGC is perceived as more trustworthy than brand-generated content. Tourists prefer authentic, peer-created posts because they reflect real experiences, opinions, and stories without commercial manipulation (Filieri & McLeay, 2019). Instagram users often explore hashtags, reviews, and tagged photos to gain insights into destinations before booking accommodations or experiences. This reduces perceived risk, especially when travelling to unfamiliar locations.
On TikTok, UGC spreads rapidly through the algorithm. Even users with small followings can create viral travel content, influencing thousands or millions of potential tourists. UGC videos such as “hidden gems,” “honest hotel reviews,” “budget travel tips,” and “top things to do” significantly influence travel planning. Tourists rely on these videos to evaluate service quality, safety, local culture, and accessibility.
A key finding is that UGC shapes every stage of the consumer decision-making process:
· Problem recognition: discovering destinations through posts.
· Information search: reviewing reels, videos, and captions for details.
· Evaluation of alternatives: comparing destinations based on UGC evidence.
· Final booking: trusting peers’ experiences to make decisions.
UGC therefore functions as a trusted digital word-of-mouth system, making it one of the most influential travel information sources today.

5.3 Influencer Marketing Increases Emotional Engagement and Purchase Intentions
The findings indicate that influencers play a major role in shaping tourism decisions due to their credibility, relatability, and aspirational lifestyle portrayals. Influencers act as digital opinion leaders whose travel recommendations carry significant weight. Followers often perceive influencers as knowledgeable travellers, increasing trust in their suggestions (Casaló et al., 2020).
Influencer marketing impacts travel behaviour through:
· parasocial relationships (one-sided emotional bonds),
· trust in influencer expertise,
· perceived authenticity, and
· aesthetic storytelling.
Instagram influencers typically create carefully curated posts with professional photography and emotional storytelling, showcasing luxurious hotels, unique destinations, and lifestyle experiences. TikTok influencers, on the other hand, produce raw, spontaneous, and relatable content, often sharing budget tips, personal reviews, or local secrets.
The findings show that influencer-generated content increases engagement and intention to visit recommended destinations. Many users report that they visited specific places after seeing them promoted by influencers—evidence of strong behavioural impact.
Furthermore, tourism businesses collaborate heavily with influencers through sponsored posts, press trips, hotel reviews, reels, and TikTok challenges. These partnerships amplify destination visibility and encourage organic engagement.

5.4 Algorithmic Amplification and Trend-Based Tourism
A major finding is that TikTok’s algorithm plays a unique role in shaping tourism trends. Unlike Instagram’s curated feed, TikTok’s “For You Page” exposes users to content based on interest patterns rather than followers. This allows travel content to reach wider audiences quickly, resulting in “viral tourism.”
Destinations can gain sudden popularity due to viral TikTok videos showcasing:
· scenic viewpoints,
· unique food experiences,
· adventure activities,
· hidden local spots, or
· trending challenges.
For example, numerous destinations worldwide reported sharp increases in visitor numbers after trending on TikTok. This reinforces the idea that algorithmic exposure influences tourism flows on a global scale (Zhang et al., 2022).
Instagram has also shifted towards video-driven communication through reels, which receive higher algorithmic prioritisation. This trend encourages tourism marketers to invest in short-form content for higher visibility.
Algorithms also create patterns such as:
· travel challenges (e.g., “Top 10 places to visit”),
· viral itineraries,
· destination hashtags, and
· music-linked travel trends.
These trends accelerate spontaneous travel behaviour and influence travellers seeking novelty or social media participation.






5.5 Impact on Tourist Expectations and Behaviour
Findings reveal that social media shapes not only destination choice but also tourist expectations and behaviour during the trip. Tourists increasingly plan itineraries based on viral posts, aiming to recreate specific photos or videos they saw online. This supports a form of “performative tourism,” where travel is strongly connected to creating shareable content.
However, findings also highlight challenges such as:
· unrealistic expectations due to overly edited visuals,
· overtourism at viral spots,
· environmental strain, and
· social pressure to document rather than enjoy experiences.
Despite these issues, the findings clearly show that Instagram and TikTok have become essential tools for destination discovery, travel planning, and experience curation for modern tourists.







6.0 DISCUSSION 
The findings strongly support existing academic literature on social media’s influence on tourism behaviour, particularly regarding visual communication, credibility, emotional engagement, and algorithm-driven exposure. This discussion interprets the findings through theoretical perspectives and broader industry trends.
Visual Communication and Destination Image
The findings confirm that visual content plays a central role in tourism decision-making. This aligns with Echtner and Ritchie’s (1991) cognitive–affective model of destination image, which highlights how visual information influences emotions and perceptions. Instagram’s curated visuals appeal to aspirational motivations, while TikTok’s dynamic videos appeal to experiential motivations. Visual cues act as both information sources and emotional triggers.
UGC and Trust Formation
Findings reinforce source credibility theory, which emphasises trustworthiness as a key predictor of persuasion. UGC is viewed as credible because it lacks commercial bias and represents authentic experiences. This aligns with Filieri & McLeay’s (2019) argument that peer-generated content strongly influences risk reduction and decision confidence. The discussion confirms that UGC is now more influential than traditional tourism marketing.
Influencer Marketing and Parasocial Interaction
Parasocial interaction theory explains how followers form emotional bonds with influencers, increasing persuasion and behavioural imitation (Labrecque, 2014). The findings confirm that influencers significantly shape travel aspirations and choices. Instagram influencers appeal through curated perfection, while TikTok influencers appeal through relatability. Both influence user behaviour, but through different psychological mechanisms.
Algorithmic Culture and Viral Tourism
TikTok’s unique influence is best explained through algorithmic culture theory (Striphas, 2015), which posits that algorithms shape cultural consumption. The findings show that viral travel trends created by algorithmic exposure directly trigger mass tourism flows. This supports emerging literature on “viral tourism” and demonstrates that algorithms can reshape destination popularity faster than traditional marketing efforts.
Psychological Drivers
FOMO, emotional contagion, and social comparison strongly influence traveller motivations. The findings highlight how travellers seek socially validated destinations and aesthetically pleasing experiences for online visibility. This supports Urry & Larsen’s (2011) “tourist gaze” theory, which explains how tourists pursue visual symbols of status and identity.







7. CONCLUSION 
This report examined how Instagram and TikTok influence tourism decisions, highlighting the transformative impact of visual content, user-generated material, influencer marketing, and algorithm-driven exposure on modern travel behaviour. The findings clearly demonstrate that social media platforms have become essential decision-making tools for tourists, shaping both cognitive and emotional evaluations of destinations. Instagram strengthens destination imagery through curated, high-quality visuals, while TikTok drives rapid, trend-based tourism through engaging short-form videos and algorithmic amplification.
User-generated content (UGC) emerged as one of the most influential factors due to its perceived authenticity, trustworthiness, and relatability. Tourists rely heavily on peer experiences to reduce uncertainty, evaluate alternatives, and form realistic expectations. Influencers further shape tourism choices by acting as digital opinion leaders whose relatable storytelling and lifestyle branding strongly influence followers through parasocial relationships.
Additionally, the report highlighted the powerful role of algorithms in shaping tourism flows. TikTok’s “For You Page” exposes users to personalised travel content that creates spontaneous interest and viral travel trends, often leading to increased foot traffic in featured destinations. Instagram’s shift towards prioritising reels reflects a broader industry move toward video-centric tourism marketing.
Despite these benefits, the report also identified challenges. Aestheticised content may create unrealistic expectations, while viral popularity can result in overtourism and environmental stress. Social media may also pressure travellers into performative behaviour driven by FOMO or social comparison.
In conclusion, Instagram and TikTok have fundamentally reshaped how travellers discover, evaluate, and choose destinations. These platforms serve as powerful marketing tools for tourism organisations seeking to reach digital-native audiences. As social media continues to evolve, tourism businesses must adopt strategic, sustainable, and ethical approaches to digital engagement. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for building effective tourism marketing strategies in an increasingly digital world.
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