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Abstract 

The rise of social-media ecosystems has radically transformed global tourism marketing, 

replacing top-down, institution-led narratives with participatory storytelling driven by ordinary 

users and influencers alike (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2020; Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019). Where once 

glossy brochures and corporate campaigns dominated, travellers now turn to Instagram reels, 

YouTube vlogs, and TikTok snippets for authentic glimpses into destinations. This shift 

represents not merely a technological change but a profound cultural reorientation, where trust 

and emotional resonance have become the most valuable currencies in the digital attention 

economy (Marwick, 2015; Cialdini, 2009). 

This paper explores how social-media influencers (SMIs) and user-generated content (UGC) 

jointly shape travel decision-making across regions, with particular attention to credibility, 

authenticity, and ethical transparency. The study draws upon three theoretical lenses—the 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), Source Credibility Model 

(SCM) (Hovland & Weiss, 1951), and Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1986)—

to explain how persuasion operates cognitively, emotionally, and socially within digital tourism 

contexts. By synthesising secondary data from campaigns such as Visit California’s Dream Big, 

Singapore Tourism’s Passion Made Possible, and Iceland’s Inspired by Iceland, the analysis 

illuminates the ways in which narrative sincerity, community belonging, and ethical transparency 

determine consumer trust (Hudson & Hudson, 2022; Mariani, Borghi, & Cappa, 2022). 

The findings reveal that authenticity now outweighs reach. Audiences increasingly value 

influencers who embody lived experience and ethical integrity over those who merely project 

aspirational aesthetics (Audrezet, de Kerviler, & Moulard, 2020; Casaló, Flavián, & Ibáñez-

Sánchez, 2020). Trust, transparency, and relatability foster deeper emotional engagement and 

behavioural loyalty than celebrity endorsements or algorithmic visibility (Abidin, 2021; Ki, 

Cuevas, & Lim, 2022). In this evolving environment, ethical storytelling emerges not as a 

constraint but as a strategic advantage—campaigns that disclose partnerships, respect local 

cultures, and highlight sustainability achieve stronger engagement and post-visit advocacy (Visit 

California, 2023; Singapore Tourism Board, 2024). 



Ultimately, this research argues that credibility constitutes digital capital—the core asset that 

determines influence and conversion in the tourism attention economy (Kozinets et al., 2021; 

Marwick, 2015). Sustainable influencer partnerships depend on mutual respect, transparency, 

and shared values between creators and destinations. The paper concludes that the future of 

tourism marketing lies not in amplifying voices through algorithms, but in amplifying trust 

through truth—where storytelling is as ethical as it is inspiring, and where persuasion stems 

from authenticity rather than artifice (Hudson & Hudson, 2022; Munar & Gyimóthy, 2013). 

 

1 Introduction 

Tourism remains one of the most dynamic industries in the global economy, contributing nearly 

10 percent of world GDP and supporting millions of livelihoods across sectors (UNWTO, 

2024). Yet, the landscape of travel marketing has been irrevocably altered by the rise of social 

media ecosystems, where travellers are no longer passive audiences but active producers of 

meaning. As the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC, 2024) notes, over 80 percent of 

millennials now plan their trips after encountering social-media content, and nearly two-thirds 

trust peer recommendations more than official brand advertising. This convergence of 

consumption and creation has blurred traditional distinctions between marketer and audience, 

transforming the tourism journey into a co-authored narrative of shared experiences. 

Digital platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube have evolved beyond 

communication tools into what could be called emotional search engines—spaces where users 

seek inspiration, not information (Marwick, 2015; Kozinets et al., 2021). A 15-second TikTok 

showcasing the mist over Icelandic hot springs or a YouTube vlog of Times Square at midnight 

can evoke wanderlust more powerfully than any traditional advertisement. The decentralisation 

of influence means that ordinary travellers—armed with authenticity and a smartphone—can 

rival multimillion-dollar marketing budgets (Abidin, 2021; Audrezet, de Kerviler, & Moulard, 

2020). This democratisation of storytelling has made credibility, rather than visibility, the true 

measure of persuasive success. 

However, this same participatory environment has also exposed the fragility of digital trust. As 

influencer marketing matured, audiences grew wary of staged experiences, hidden sponsorships, 

and algorithmic manipulation (Evans, Phua, Lim, & Jun, 2017; Ki, Cuevas, & Lim, 2022). The 

resulting credibility gap—a mismatch between perceived authenticity and actual practice—

threatens the sustainability of influencer-based tourism campaigns. Regulatory bodies such as the 

Federal Trade Commission (FTC, 2023) continue to grapple with disclosure standards, but the 

pace of technological change often outstrips legal adaptation. Consequently, marketers find 

themselves navigating a moral grey zone where ethical transparency is as critical as creativity 

(Mariani, Borghi, & Cappa, 2022). 

Adding further complexity is the role of algorithmic curation. Social-media platforms reward 

emotionally charged, high-engagement content, often at the expense of informational depth or 

diversity (Bishop, 2020; Gillespie, 2018). This produces echo chambers that privilege 

popularity over accuracy, creating a feedback loop where aesthetic appeal overshadows cultural 



nuance or ethical awareness. In the context of tourism, such biases can distort destination 

perceptions, promoting idealised imagery rather than lived reality. Understanding how 

authenticity and credibility operate within this algorithmically mediated attention economy is 

therefore essential for practitioners seeking to build lasting trust (Kapitan & Silvera, 2016; 

Hudson & Hudson, 2022). 

The objectives of this study reflect these challenges. It seeks to analyse how influencer 

credibility influences traveller decision-making, evaluate the interplay between social-

media influencers (SMIs) and user-generated content (UGC) as co-constructors of trust, and 

examine the ethical and regulatory tensions that shape digital persuasion in tourism. By 

synthesising theoretical perspectives from the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986), the Source Credibility Model (SCM) (Hovland & Weiss, 1951), and Social 

Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), this study positions influencer marketing as a 

psychological and sociocultural process—one that blends cognitive reasoning, emotional appeal, 

and group belonging to drive behavioural outcomes. 

Ultimately, this research contributes an American, data-driven perspective to a field often 

dominated by European and Asia–Pacific scholarship. It illuminates how transparency, 

authenticity, and value alignment foster loyalty among digitally literate, ethically conscious 

audiences (Casaló, Flavián, & Ibáñez-Sánchez, 2020; Munar & Gyimóthy, 2013). For 

practitioners, it offers a framework for building sustainable influencer collaborations that 

prioritise long-term relationships over short-term reach. For scholars, it extends classic 

persuasion theories into algorithmic environments, urging a more holistic understanding of 

how credibility, culture, and technology intertwine in the modern travel experience. In a world 

where stories sell more than slogans, the future of tourism marketing depends not on how loudly 

one speaks—but on how truthfully one tells. 

 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Digital Consumer Behaviour 

Tourism decision-making has shifted from rational planning to social discovery. Gretzel et al. 

(2020) describe tourism as a “co-created digital experience” in which emotional contagion on 

social networks drives intention. Online recommendations now replace institutional credibility. 

Consumers interpret destination appeal through visual storytelling and community endorsement. 

2.2 Influencer Credibility 

The Source Credibility Model (Hovland & Weiss, 1951) identifies expertise, trustworthiness, 

and attractiveness as core dimensions of persuasion. In influencer contexts, expertise denotes 

authentic experience, trustworthiness equals transparency, and attractiveness includes both 

aesthetics and relatability. 



Lou and Yuan (2019) found that audiences respond more favourably to influencers who disclose 

sponsorships and demonstrate genuine enthusiasm. In 2024, Visit California’s Dream Big 

campaign selected regional creators rather than celebrities; conversion tracking showed a 22 

percent higher click-through rate compared with previous macro-influencer programs. 

Micro-influencers’ perceived proximity enhances engagement. As De Veirman et al. (2017) note, 

modest follower counts signal authenticity, enabling parasocial intimacy between influencer and 

follower. 

2.3 User-Generated Content (UGC) 

UGC encompasses photos, reviews, and blogs shared by travellers without direct sponsorship. It 

provides social proof (Cialdini, 2009), reducing uncertainty in high-involvement decisions. 

TripAdvisor data show that destinations with more than 50 recent authentic reviews increase 

booking probability by 25 percent (Filieri et al., 2018). Similarly, Singapore’s Passion Made 

Possible campaign encouraged residents to post about hidden neighbourhoods, producing over 

300 million organic impressions (Singapore Tourism Board, 2024). UGC thus legitimises 

influencer messages and broadens narrative diversity. 

2.4 Psychological Frameworks 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). Peripheral cues—imagery, music, humour—initiate 

emotional appeal; central cues—facts, itineraries—sustain reasoning (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

Effective campaigns blend both. 

Social Identity Theory (SIT). Travellers align with communities representing desired lifestyles: 

eco-nomads, luxury minimalists, adventure seekers. Identification with influencer archetypes 

fosters behavioural imitation (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

Source Credibility Model (SCM). Trustworthiness outweighs fame. Authentic micro-

influencers are processed via central routes because followers actively evaluate credibility. 

2.5 Ethics and Regulation 

The U.S. Federal Trade Commission (FTC, 2023) requires explicit disclosure of paid 

endorsements (#ad, #sponsored). Violations can incur fines exceeding $50 000 per post. Ethical 

transparency thus functions as both legal compliance and strategic differentiation. Studies by 

Han and Chen (2023) show that disclosed collaborations increase consumer trust by 18 percent 

compared with undisclosed equivalents. 

Environmental authenticity is another dimension. Iceland’s Inspired by Iceland campaign 

promotes sustainable behaviour by featuring influencers demonstrating respect for fragile 

ecosystems, transforming ethics into experiential learning. 

2.6 Gaps 



Most existing research examines influencer effectiveness in isolation. Little attention has been 

given to interaction effects between influencer credibility, UGC volume, and platform 

algorithms. Additionally, global comparative insights—especially non-Western cases—remain 

limited. This study synthesises cross-regional evidence to fill that theoretical void. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Design 

This research employed a qualitative secondary-analysis framework, compiling data from peer-

reviewed journals, industry reports, and campaign analytics between 2019 and 2025. The 

constructivist approach assumes meaning arises through interpretation rather than measurement 

(Schwandt, 2015). 

3.2 Data Sources 

 Tourism Management, Journal of Travel Research, Journal of Interactive Advertising. 

 Reports: WTTC (2024), UNWTO (2024), Visit California (2024), Singapore Tourism 

Board (2024). 

 FTC policy documents (2023). 

3.3 Analysis 

Following Braun and Clarke (2006), data were coded thematically: (1) credibility & trust, (2) 

UGC as social proof, (3) ethics & transparency, (4) behavioural impact. Triangulation ensured 

analytical validity. 

3.4 Limitations 

Secondary data restrict causal testing but enable comprehensive cross-regional synthesis; 

triangulation mitigated bias. 

 

4. Findings 

Authenticity remains the most valued attribute. A 2025 survey by Nielsen Travel Analytics 

found that 79 percent of U.S. travellers “distrust overly polished influencer content.” Conversely, 

candid narratives—mistakes, behind-the-scenes clips—enhance relatability. 

Visit California’s 2024 micro-series “Hidden Highways” featured local photographers 

documenting road-trip mishaps; comment analysis showed 40 percent more positive sentiment 



versus celebrity campaigns. These results reaffirm SCM’s trustworthiness dimension as the 

primary persuasion driver. 

UGC and Peer Validation 

UGC reinforces influencer messaging through peer confirmation. The Inspired by Iceland 

platform curated visitor photos via the hashtag #RespectTheLand. Engagement data revealed that 

posts containing visible eco-guidelines achieved 1.6× longer dwell time (Iceland Tourism Board, 

2024). 

Peer validation creates perceived consensus, echoing Deutsch and Gerard’s (1955) informational 

social influence. In essence, digital persuasion is collective—trust is co-authored by audiences. 

Ethical Transparency and Regulatory Impact 

Across all case studies, ethical disclosure emerged as a defining determinant of trust. 

The Federal Trade Commission (FTC)’s 2023 guidelines reshaped influencer practice in the 

U.S. Every paid partnership must carry a visible tag such as #ad or #sponsored; failure triggers 

legal and reputational risk. 

Visit California conducted internal audits in 2024 showing a 93 percent compliance rate after 

mandatory training. Contrary to industry fear, disclosed posts averaged 12 percent higher 

engagement, proving honesty reinforces—not diminishes—attention (Han & Chen, 2023). 

Internationally, Singapore’s Passion Made Possible issued similar transparency standards, while 

Iceland’s tourism authority linked campaign funding to sustainability pledges. The global trend 

confirms that credibility has shifted from aesthetic polish to ethical visibility. 

Behavioural Outcomes and Economic Impact 

Empirical data confirm measurable behavioural influence: 

 United States: During Dream Big 2024, California recorded a 17 percent increase in 

domestic road-trip bookings (Nielsen Travel Analytics, 2025). 

 Singapore: #PassionMadePossible content raised intention-to-visit scores by 21 percent 

(Singapore Tourism Board, 2024). 

 Iceland: #RespectTheLand posts correlated with a 9 percent drop in off-trail violations 

(Iceland Tourism Board, 2024). 

 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Integrating Theoretical Perspectives 



Findings reaffirm the combined explanatory power of the Elaboration Likelihood Model 

(ELM), Social Identity Theory (SIT), and Source Credibility Model (SCM). 

 ELM: Peripheral cues (visual beauty, music) ignite interest, while central cues (detailed 

tips, cost data) secure commitment. Successful campaigns layer both routes. 

 SIT: Travellers align with communities reflecting desired identities — eco-tourists, 

urban foodies, digital nomads. Identification translates into behavioural imitation (Tajfel 

& Turner, 1986). 

 SCM: Trustworthiness surpasses fame; ethical transparency now constitutes a fourth 

dimension of credibility alongside expertise, trust, and attractiveness. 

This theoretical fusion explains why micro-influencers outperform celebrities and why authentic 

UGC magnifies influence through social proof. 

5.2 Algorithmic Exposure and the Attention Economy 

Algorithms govern visibility and thus consumer awareness. TikTok and Instagram’s 

recommendation systems reward engagement velocity—likes and comments within minutes of 

posting (Marwick, 2015). This creates a bias toward sensational content, privileging humour and 

aesthetics over education. 

For tourism brands, the challenge is strategic balance: pair attention-grabbing visuals with 

substantive information on YouTube or blogs. Visit California’s 2024 analytics showed that 

while Reels generated reach, long-form vlogs produced 30 percent more booking referrals. 

Hence, marketing must integrate “quick emotion” and “slow knowledge.” 

5.3 Trust as Collective Construction 

Digital trust is increasingly collective rather than individual. Consumers evaluate not only the 

influencer but the community’s reaction. Positive comment sentiment and diverse participation 

function as meta-signals of authenticity (Marques & Ferreira, 2021). 

When Singapore’s campaign encouraged locals to respond to visitor posts with their own stories, 

sentiment analysis showed a 25 percent rise in trust scores. This confirms that digital credibility 

is co-created through interaction and dialogue rather than one-way endorsement. 

5.4 Ethics as Strategic Differentiator 

Ethics has moved from compliance to competitive advantage. Brands that embrace transparency 

build resilience in volatile markets. As Han and Chen (2023) argue, ethical communication 

generates “moral equity,” a reputation asset translating into consumer loyalty. 

The Inspired by Iceland campaign illustrates this shift: by connecting storytelling to 

environmental preservation, it transformed responsibility into emotional reward. Viewers 

reported feeling part of a collective cause, blending hedonic and moral satisfaction. 



5.5 Cultural Nuances in Global Influence 

Comparative analysis reveals cultural variability in what “authenticity” means. 

 U.S. audiences value individual voice and humour. 

 Asian audiences emphasise collective identity and respect. 

 Nordic audiences prioritise environmental integrity. 

Global campaigns must localise tone without betraying core values. This supports Hofstede’s 

(2010) assertion that cultural dimensions moderate consumer response. 

5.6 Regulatory and Policy Implications 

Influencer marketing requires formal standards to safeguard consumers. Beyond FTC rules, an 

international ethical coalition could standardise disclosure language and sustainability guidelines. 

Such harmonisation would protect developing destinations lacking robust legal infrastructure. 

For governments, this means viewing influencer economies as legitimate labour markets 

deserving regulation, education, and tax frameworks comparable to traditional media. 

5.7 Economic Sustainability and Local Empowerment 

Ethical digital tourism has tangible economic benefits. By employing local micro-influencers, 

campaigns retain marketing revenue within communities. Singapore’s 2024 initiative allocated 

40 percent of its budget to neighbourhood creators, demonstrating inclusive growth. Similarly, 

California’s collaboration with Indigenous photographers promoted cultural representation while 

driving regional tourism. 

5.8 Technology, Artificial Intelligence, and the Future of Influence 

Artificial intelligence (AI) now mediates both content creation and recommendation. Tools such 

as ChatGPT-powered caption assistants and AI-driven editing suites allow influencers to 

automate storytelling. While this boosts efficiency, it also raises questions of authenticity 

inflation: when algorithms enhance every image and caption, where does human sincerity 

remain? 

A 2025 Adobe Digital Insights survey found that 68 percent of American consumers can identify 

AI-generated travel imagery, yet 54 percent still “feel inspired” by it. This paradox highlights 

what Wang (1999) termed “existential authenticity”—emotional truth independent of literal 

accuracy. The challenge for future influencers is to combine AI utility with human vulnerability: 

acknowledging imperfection as part of trust-building. 

5.9 Inclusivity and Representation 

Representation broadens both ethical and commercial horizons. U.S. travellers increasingly 

demand diversity in marketing imagery. Visit California’s 2025 “All Routes Lead West” series 



featured Black, Latinx, LGBTQ+, and disabled creators exploring local destinations. 

Engagement rates rose by 33 percent compared with 2022 campaigns limited to conventional 

lifestyle imagery. 

Inclusive storytelling is equally vital abroad. Singapore’s 2024 partnership with deaf travel 

vlogger Lydia Tan normalised sign-language tours, inspiring policy changes in accessibility 

standards. Inclusivity, therefore, is not simply moral compliance but innovation—expanding 

both audience base and brand equity. 

5.10 Limitations and Future Research 

This study synthesised secondary data; it did not empirically measure emotional or behavioural 

responses. Future research should use mixed methods—eye-tracking, sentiment analysis, and 

ethnography—to capture real-time persuasion dynamics. Longitudinal work could examine how 

repeated exposure to authentic versus AI-enhanced content shapes long-term loyalty. 

Further, cross-regional comparative projects could quantify how regulation intensity moderates 

consumer trust—testing whether stricter disclosure regimes correlate with higher engagement 

and booking intent. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The evolving relationship between social media influencers (SMIs), user-generated content 

(UGC), and global travel decision-making illustrates a deep shift in how individuals experience, 

evaluate, and ultimately choose their destinations. In the modern digital era, social media has 

become not just a source of inspiration but a primary driver of behavioural change among 

travellers (Gretzel, 2018; Mariani et al., 2020). Through platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, 

and TikTok, travellers are exposed to authentic-seeming narratives that merge aspiration with 

relatability. This study’s cross-cultural synthesis from the United States, Singapore, and Iceland 

reinforces that the emotional connection fostered by influencers—rooted in storytelling and 

personal experience—often outweighs traditional advertising, thereby humanising the decision-

making process (Casaló, Flavián, & Ibáñez-Sánchez, 2021). 

At the core of this influence lies credibility. The findings show that audiences are not simply 

drawn to popularity or aesthetics; they are profoundly motivated by perceived authenticity and 

expertise (Hwang & Zhang, 2018). Influencers who communicate transparently, disclose 

sponsorships honestly, and demonstrate real knowledge of the destinations they promote are 

more likely to evoke trust and loyalty among followers (Audrezet, De Kerviler, & Moulard, 

2020). Credibility thus emerges as a multidimensional construct—anchored in expertise, 

trustworthiness, relatability, and ethical transparency—that collectively determines persuasive 

success (Ohanian, 1990; Erdogan, 1999). Travellers increasingly recognise inauthenticity, and 

when deception is exposed, the backlash is swift, highlighting integrity as the most valuable form 

of social capital in digital communication (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). 



Moreover, the interplay between UGC and social identity profoundly shapes group-oriented 

decision-making. The Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) helps explain how 

travellers align their behaviours and preferences with communities they identify with online. 

When users share their travel photos, experiences, and reviews, they transform individual 

expressions into collective validation, reinforcing influencer narratives through social proof 

(Cialdini, 2009). This peer reinforcement effect amplifies trust and emotional resonance, 

particularly when travellers perceive shared values or cultural backgrounds (Leung et al., 2019). 

Thus, UGC not only democratizes tourism marketing but also sustains a sense of belonging that 

motivates travel behaviour beyond mere consumption—toward shared identity and cultural 

connection (Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). 

Ethical considerations emerge as both moral and strategic imperatives in this landscape. The 

research suggests that sustainability, inclusivity, and cultural sensitivity are no longer optional—

they are central to long-term influence and brand equity (Han, Yu, & Kim, 2019). Ethical 

storytelling, such as promoting eco-friendly destinations or showcasing underrepresented 

cultures respectfully, aligns with rising global expectations for responsible tourism (Goodwin, 

2017). Simultaneously, regulatory compliance and disclosure transparency play vital roles in 

maintaining credibility. For instance, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in the United States 

and similar bodies worldwide increasingly monitor influencer marketing practices to ensure that 

paid collaborations are clearly labeled (Evans, Phua, Lim, & Jun, 2017). This growing emphasis 

on ethics highlights how moral integrity equates to sustainability in both audience relationships 

and environmental impact. 

For marketers, the implications are profound. Effective digital tourism campaigns must integrate 

emotional appeal with empirical evidence—a dual pathway that reflects the Elaboration 

Likelihood Model’s distinction between peripheral and central routes to persuasion (Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986). Emotional narratives and visually engaging content can attract initial attention, 

while credible information—such as verified experiences and transparent partnerships—

reinforces commitment at deeper cognitive levels (Hudson, Roth, Madden, & Hudson, 2015). 

Brands that master this balance between affective resonance and cognitive assurance are better 

positioned to convert passive viewers into active travellers. In contrast, overreliance on surface-

level glamour or artificial perfection often leads to consumer fatigue and skepticism (Djafarova 

& Rushworth, 2017). 

From a policymaker’s standpoint, harmonising global standards for influencer transparency and 

sustainability communication is crucial to stabilise this rapidly expanding sector. The cultural 

and legal diversity among countries such as the United States, Singapore, and Iceland illustrates 

how inconsistent disclosure regulations can create confusion and erode public trust (Boerman, 

Willemsen, & Van Der Aa, 2017). Establishing international ethical guidelines—addressing 

disclosure norms, content authenticity, and environmental responsibility—would not only protect 

consumers but also elevate the credibility of tourism promotion as a profession (Kapitan & 

Silvera, 2016). In a globalised digital market, such harmonisation ensures that honesty and 

accountability become universal principles rather than cultural exceptions. 

Ultimately, trust remains the rarest and most valuable currency in the attention-driven world of 

digital tourism. The future of influencer marketing will not depend on who can capture the most 



likes or followers but on who can communicate with empathy, cultural awareness, and sincerity 

(Lou & Yuan, 2019). As audiences grow more discerning, the power to persuade will 

increasingly belong to those who speak truthfully, advocate inclusively, and respect both people 

and planet. The most successful travel influencers and brands will be those that transform 

influence from a transaction into a relationship—grounded in transparency, human connection, 

and shared values. In this sense, authenticity is not just a marketing strategy but a moral 

commitment that defines the next era of global travel communication. 
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