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[bookmark: _Toc215261169]1.0 Abstract
Social media has become one of the most influential forces shaping modern tourism behaviour. Among the various digital platforms, Instagram and TikTok have emerged as dominant visual and short-form content spaces that significantly affect how travellers discover destinations, form perceptions, and make travel decisions. This report explores the influence of these platforms on tourism decision-making, focusing on two core areas: how tourism businesses utilise Instagram and TikTok to persuade potential travellers, and how user-generated content, influencer marketing, and short-form videos shape perceptions and booking intentions.
The findings reveal that visual storytelling, aesthetic presentation, emotional appeal, and authenticity strongly influence travel decisions. Instagram contributes to aspirational travel desires through curated images and branded content, while TikTok drives spontaneous, trend-based tourism engagement through short, dynamic videos. Tourism businesses strategically use these platforms for destination branding, influencer partnerships, hashtags, and algorithm-based exposure. Meanwhile, tourists rely heavily on peer-generated content, reviews, and social validation when forming impressions about destinations.
Although these platforms encourage creativity and user engagement, they also introduce challenges such as unrealistic expectations, overtourism driven by viral videos, and concerns about credibility. Nevertheless, Instagram and TikTok have become indispensable components of destination marketing and tourist behaviour.
This report concludes that social media does not merely support tourism communication—it actively shapes the decision-making process, reshaping how destinations are promoted, experienced, and understood. The rise of platform algorithms, influencer culture, and visual consumption patterns will continue to reshape global tourism dynamics.
.
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[bookmark: _Toc215261170]2.Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc215261171]Social media has transformed how people search for, evaluate, and choose travel experiences, becoming a central part of the tourism decision-making process. Among the many platforms available today, Instagram and TikTok stand out due to their emphasis on visual storytelling, short-form videos, and interactive communication styles. These platforms influence not only how tourism businesses promote destinations but also how travellers interpret authenticity, attractiveness, and desirability. As tourism becomes increasingly digital, Instagram and TikTok serve as powerful mediators between consumers and tourism brands.
Instagram, launched in 2010, has grown into a leading platform for curated images, aesthetic content, and influencer-driven marketing. Travellers frequently engage with posts showcasing landscapes, hotels, attractions, and unique cultural experiences. This exposure fosters destination awareness, emotional connection, and aspirational motivation. The platform’s emphasis on high-quality visuals encourages users to imagine themselves in specific settings, thereby strengthening their intention to visit particular destinations (Liu & Su, 2022). Instagram has become a global stage for lifestyle branding, making tourism one of its most active categories.
TikTok, in contrast, has revolutionised travel promotion through spontaneous, creative, short-form videos. Instead of curated aesthetics, TikTok prioritises authenticity, humour, movement, and relatable storytelling. Its algorithm exposes users to destination content they did not actively search for, often sparking unplanned tourist interests (Zhang, 2023). Viral travel videos, trending challenges, and immersive snippets of daily life provide potential visitors with engaging and persuasive glimpses into destinations. This makes TikTok particularly influential among younger travellers who prefer dynamic, real-time content.
The increasing dependence on social media for travel information reflects broader shifts in tourism behaviour. Traditional travel agencies, brochures, and guidebooks have been replaced by user-generated content, influencer advice, and social validation. Tourists rely heavily on peer reviews and visual content when evaluating destination attractiveness, perceived safety, affordability, and cultural authenticity. Furthermore, tourism businesses now strategically leverage Instagram and TikTok to create compelling narratives, promote brand identity, and shape consumer perceptions.
However, the dominance of visual content in tourism also raises challenges. The pressure to produce “Instagrammable” travel moments can distort expectations, encourage overcrowding at iconic spots, and lead to superficial engagement with local cultures. Questionable authenticity or paid influencer content may also mislead consumers.
Despite these concerns, Instagram and TikTok remain essential tools for tourism marketers and travellers alike. Their influence continues to grow as consumers increasingly rely on visual content and social validation. This report investigates how these platforms shape tourism decisions through digital storytelling, user-generated content, influencer impact, and peer communication.






3. Literature Review 
The role of social media in shaping tourism decisions has become one of the most extensively researched topics in digital tourism literature. Instagram and TikTok—two highly visual and rapidly growing platforms—have dramatically changed how travellers gather information, evaluate destinations, and make booking choices. This literature review synthesises research across five interconnected themes: (1) social media as a primary source of travel information, (2) the persuasive influence of visual content on decision-making, (3) user-generated content and perceived authenticity, (4) influencer marketing and parasocial relationships, and (5) algorithmic exposure and trend-driven travel behaviour. Together, these themes illustrate how Instagram and TikTok reshape tourism communication and consumer psychology.

3.1 Social Media as a Primary Information Source in Tourism
Tourists have increasingly replaced traditional information sources with social media platforms for travel planning. Earlier, travellers relied on brochures, guidebooks, and travel agents; today, social media provides real-time, peer-generated insights that are more relatable and trustworthy (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010). Instagram and TikTok offer quick access to destination visuals, cultural experiences, accommodation reviews, food recommendations, and travel hacks.
Instagram’s search and hashtag functions allow travellers to explore destinations visually, while TikTok’s “For You Page” (FYP) provides algorithm-based suggestions even without user intent. This shift from intentional search to passive discovery has reshaped tourism behaviour, especially among younger generations who rely heavily on visual inspiration (Mariani et al., 2022). Additionally, travellers perceive social media content as more credible because it often originates from real individuals rather than commercial sources.

3.2 Visual Content and Its Persuasive Impact on Destination Choice
Visuals are central to tourism marketing because they influence emotional attachment, desire, and imagined experience. Instagram’s aesthetic-driven format and TikTok’s dynamic, short-form videos amplify these psychological triggers. Visual content helps travellers evaluate destination attractiveness, climate, atmosphere, and experiential quality (Tussyadiah & Fesenmaier, 2009).
Instagram’s Visual Aesthetic
Instagram is known for its curated photography, filters, and aspirational imagery. Research suggests that attractive visuals increase destination appeal by stimulating emotional responses and creating mental simulations of the travel experience (Wang et al., 2020). Landscapes, luxury hotels, food photography, and scenic backdrops shape how travellers imagine themselves participating in those experiences.
TikTok’s Dynamic Visuals
TikTok differs by focusing on movement, spontaneity, and storytelling. Short videos create immersive “micro-experiences,” showing destinations in action—street life, activities, festivals, and behind-the-scenes cultural elements (Zhang, 2023). This makes TikTok more relatable and emotionally engaging, influencing impulsive travel decisions.
Together, these platforms visually construct tourism expectations and serve as emotional triggers for destination selection.

3.3 User-Generated Content (UGC) and Authenticity Perceptions
User-generated content is one of the most powerful drivers of travel decisions. Unlike commercial advertisements, UGC is perceived as unbiased, relatable, and authentic because it comes from real travellers (Fotis, 2015). Instagram and TikTok are built on UGC, including:
· Reviews
· Personal travel stories
· Real-time videos
· Candid photographs
· Travel tips and hacks
This authenticity significantly reduces perceived risk, which is especially important in tourism—a high-involvement decision with financial, social, and safety implications.
Authenticity on Instagram
Instagram’s UGC often includes aesthetic but “edited” content. Although curated, it still helps travellers understand what they can expect. However, some scholars warn that excessive editing may create unrealistic expectations (Liu & Su, 2022).
Authenticity on TikTok
TikTok’s appeal lies in its raw, unfiltered style. Videos show behind-the-scenes realities, daily routines, and genuine reactions, which resonate strongly with users seeking authentic experiences (Kim, 2021). TikTok videos often reveal lesser-known destinations, promoting “hidden gems” and alternative tourism.
Both platforms amplify authenticity perceptions differently, shaping how travellers interpret destination credibility.

3.4 Influencer Marketing and Parasocial Relationships
Influencer marketing has become an essential component of social media tourism communication. Influencers—individuals with large followings and high engagement—create persuasive content that guides consumer behaviour. They build parasocial relationships, meaning followers feel emotionally connected despite not knowing them personally (Horton & Wohl, 1956).
Influencers on Instagram
Instagram influencers shape destination image by posting visually compelling content, storytelling captions, and travel itineraries. Studies show that trust in influencers strongly predicts travel intention (Lopez et al., 2022). Luxury, lifestyle, and adventure influencers particularly affect millennial and Gen Z travellers.
Influencers on TikTok
TikTok influencers use short-form videos to create engaging, entertaining narratives. Travel influencers often demonstrate experiences—trying foods, showing hotel rooms, or participating in cultural activities. TikTok’s algorithm boosts influencer content rapidly, increasing its impact on destination visibility (Zhang, 2023).
Influencer endorsements function as modern-day word-of-mouth, carrying more credibility than traditional advertising.

3.5 Algorithmic Exposure and Trend-Driven Tourism Behaviour
TikTok and Instagram use powerful algorithms to push content aligned with user interests. This has created a new behaviour: algorithm-driven tourism, where destinations become popular simply because they go viral.
TikTok Viral Influence
TikTok’s FYP exposes users to destinations they did not intentionally search for. This phenomenon has created viral tourism trends—such as beaches, cafés, waterfalls, or “hidden spots” suddenly becoming global travel hotspots. This trend-driven tourism has both positive and negative consequences, including increased visits but also overcrowding and environmental pressures (UNWTO, 2022).
Instagram Algorithmic Trends
Instagram’s Explore page similarly introduces users to curated travel visuals. Destination marketers pay influencers and advertisers to boost visibility on these pages, reinforcing popularity cycles. Algorithmic exposure often drives “Instagrammable tourism,” where travellers seek picturesque spots primarily for photography (Uşaklı et al., 2020).

3.6 Emotional and Psychological Drivers of Social-Media-Induced Travel
Social media influences tourism by creating emotional engagement through:
· FOMO (fear of missing out)
· Social comparison
· Aspirational lifestyle cues
· Imagined experiences
· Need for belonging
FOMO is particularly strong on Instagram, where idealised travel images can trigger desire to experience similar lifestyles. TikTok content often produces spontaneous emotional responses due to its immersive, relatable nature.
These psychological triggers shape intentions, confidence, and willingness to book travel experiences.

3.7 Literature Gaps
Despite extensive research, several gaps exist:
· Limited comparison studies between TikTok’s short-form content and Instagram’s curated visuals.
· Insufficient exploration of how algorithmic tourism affects sustainability.
· Few studies on TikTok’s impact on older tourist segments.
· Limited understanding of the long-term effects of influencer credibility.
These gaps suggest opportunities for future academic inquiry.
3. METHODOLOGY 
This study adopts a qualitative research methodology, using secondary data analysis to investigate how Instagram and TikTok influence tourism decision-making. A qualitative design is appropriate because it allows exploration of meanings, perceptions, and behavioural drivers associated with digital content (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Data Collection
Data were collected from peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers, books, tourism industry reports, and credible online publications from 2010–2024. Academic databases used included Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis Online, Emerald Insight, and Wiley Online Library. Search terms included Instagram tourism behaviour, TikTok travel influence, social media decision-making, UGC tourism, and influencer travel marketing.
Inclusion Criteria
Sources were selected based on:
· relevance to tourism, social media, and decision-making
· methodological quality
· recency (priority given to studies published post-2018)
· theoretical contribution to digital tourism literature
Studies focusing exclusively on unrelated industries (e.g., e-commerce, healthcare) were excluded.
Data Analysis
A thematic analysis approach was applied, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework:
1. familiarisation with literature,
2. generating initial codes,
3. identifying major themes,
4. reviewing themes,
5. defining themes,
6. synthesising findings into a coherent narrative.
The main themes identified included visual persuasion, authenticity, influencer impact, and algorithm-driven behaviour.
Ethical Considerations
All data used were publicly available secondary sources; therefore, ethical risks were minimal. Proper APA referencing ensured academic integrity and avoided plagiarism.
Validity and Reliability
Reliability was ensured through triangulation—comparing findings across multiple authors and sources. Validity was reinforced by using diverse academic perspectives and including both empirical and theoretical studies.


5. FINDINGS 
The findings clearly demonstrate that Instagram and TikTok significantly shape tourism decisions through visual persuasion, social influence, user-generated content, algorithmic amplification, and emotional engagement. These platforms influence every stage of the travel decision process—awareness, evaluation, intention, and final booking. The findings are presented across five major themes: (1) visual storytelling as a primary driver of destination awareness, (2) authenticity and relatability in user-generated content, (3) influencer credibility and parasocial engagement, (4) algorithm-driven discovery and viral tourism behaviour, and (5) emotional triggers and social validation shaping booking intentions.
5.1 Visual Storytelling Strongly Influences Destination Awareness
The first major finding is that Instagram and TikTok have become primary gateways for discovering new destinations. Unlike traditional marketing channels, these platforms rely heavily on visual storytelling, which helps travellers imagine the experience before physically visiting a place.
Instagram’s Aesthetic Appeal
Instagram’s focus on polished photography and curated visual themes enhances the aspirational dimension of travel. Attractive landscape photos, luxury hotel images, and cultural snapshots often serve as “first contact points” between travellers and destinations. When users view high-quality visuals, they form positive mental images that stimulate destination awareness and curiosity.
TikTok’s Immersive Video Content
TikTok provides a more dynamic form of storytelling. Short videos showcase how destinations look in real time—street views, markets, events, beaches, festivals, and food experiences. These quick, immersive clips create emotional engagement, making users feel connected to a destination they may not have previously considered.
Both platforms serve as informal travel guides, helping users discover locations long before they begin formal trip planning.
5.2 User-Generated Content Enhances Authenticity and Trust
The findings show that travellers regard user-generated content (UGC) as more trustworthy than traditional promotional materials. UGC includes photos, videos, travel hacks, reviews, and personal stories shared voluntarily by travellers.
Authenticity as a Decision-Making Factor
Travellers feel that UGC provides “realistic” glimpses of destinations—what they actually look like, how crowded they are, what food tastes like, and what experiences truly feel like. This reduces uncertainty and risk, which is particularly important when choosing destinations in unfamiliar cultural or geographic contexts.
Instagram UGC
Although Instagram content is often edited, users still rely on it for inspiration and planning. UGC featuring real travellers—rather than professional models—helps tourists assess authenticity.
TikTok UGC
TikTok’s unfiltered style is perceived as even more authentic. Raw videos showing real-time moments—unexpected rain, crowded attractions, honest reactions—create a sense of transparency that travellers value.
This authenticity strengthens trust and directly influences travel intentions.
5.3 Influencers Significantly Shape Travel Intentions
Influencer marketing emerged as one of the strongest findings. Influencers—whether mega, macro, micro, or nano—play a key role in shaping audience perceptions and influencing destination choices.
Influencers Build Emotional Connection
Followers often form parasocial relationships with influencers, trusting their recommendations and lifestyle choices. When influencers showcase destinations, food experiences, hotels, or activities, their followers are far more likely to consider them.
Instagram Influencers
On Instagram, influencer posts often feature:
· detailed captions about experiences
· photography emphasizing aesthetics
· brand partnerships with hotels, tour operators, or airlines
Their content is aspirational, appealing to travellers motivated by luxury, lifestyle, or adventure experiences.
TikTok Influencers
TikTok influencers rely on:
· humour
· storytelling
· spontaneous reactions
· behind-the-scenes local experiences
The immediacy of their videos makes their recommendations appear relatable and genuine. TikTok influencers are often responsible for viral tourism trends that cause sudden surges in visitation.
5.4 Algorithmic Exposure Drives Viral Tourism Patterns
One of the most significant findings is that TikTok and Instagram algorithms play a crucial role in trend-driven travel.
TikTok’s For You Page (FYP)
TikTok’s algorithm presents highly tailored content to users based on behaviour, not searches. Users often discover destinations accidentally—leading to unplanned or impulsive tourism decisions. For example, a hidden waterfall may go viral overnight, attracting thousands of visitors within weeks.
Instagram’s Explore Page
Instagram uses curated content on the Explore page to highlight trending destinations and popular aesthetics. Travel content appearing here often becomes globally visible, boosting popularity.
Consequences of Viral Trends
The findings show both benefits and risks:
· Increased visibility for lesser-known destinations
· Boost to local economies
· Overtourism at fragile sites
· Disruption of local culture due to sudden influxes
The role of algorithms in tourism behaviour demonstrates how digital platforms can accelerate tourism flows beyond traditional marketing control.
5.5 Emotional Drivers and Social Validation Shape Travel Intentions
The findings demonstrate that social media influences not only rational evaluation but also emotional and psychological motivation.
FOMO (Fear of Missing Out)
Travellers feel pressured to visit places that appear frequently in their feeds. This fear of missing out is especially prevalent among Gen Z audiences.
Social Comparison
Comparing personal lifestyles to influencers or peers drives tourism decisions motivated by identity, status, and belonging.
Imagined Experience Formation
Instagram photos help travellers visualise themselves in a destination, while TikTok videos allow them to imagine specific activities.
Peer Validation
When travellers see others enjoying similar experiences, they perceive the destination as:
· safe
· exciting
· popular
· socially rewarding
This directly influences the final decision to book.
Summary of Findings
Overall, Instagram and TikTok have revolutionised tourism decision-making by:
· offering visual discovery
· enhancing trust through authentic UGC
· shaping preferences through influencers
· amplifying trends via algorithms
· triggering emotional motivations
These platforms significantly alter how tourists perceive destinations, evaluate alternatives, and make booking choices.

6.0 DISCUSSION 
The findings align strongly with existing research on digital tourism and reinforce the argument that social media has fundamentally reshaped consumer decision-making processes. This discussion evaluates the findings in relation to key theoretical perspectives, including the Theory of Planned Behaviour, Social Influence Theory, Media Richness Theory, and Social Comparison Theory.

6.1 Social Media and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)
According to TPB, behaviour is shaped by attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control (Ajzen, 1991). Instagram and TikTok influence all three components.
Attitudes
Visual content shapes positive attitudes toward destinations by enhancing perceived beauty, uniqueness, or excitement.
Subjective Norms
When users see friends, influencers, and large communities endorsing destinations, they perceive visiting them as socially desirable.
Perceived Control
Detailed videos showing transport options, itineraries, and affordability increase travellers’ confidence in planning independently.
Thus, social media strengthens behavioural intention by influencing all cognitive components of travel decision-making.

6.2 Social Influence Theory and Peer Impact
The findings show that travellers rely heavily on UGC and influencers, which aligns with Social Influence Theory.
Informational Influence
UGC provides tips, reviews, and real-time insights that reduce uncertainty.
Normative Influence
Trending destinations create social pressure to conform to desirable travel norms.
Professional marketers no longer control the narrative; instead, peer content shapes perceptions and decisions.

6.3 Media Richness Theory and Platform Effectiveness
Media Richness Theory states that richer media formats—videos, visuals, interactive content—are more persuasive.
Instagram
Rich images allow for aesthetic appraisal and emotional stimulation.
TikTok
Short-form videos provide even greater richness through sound, motion, and storytelling.
Thus, both platforms outperform text-based tourism communication.

6.4 Social Comparison and Emotional Motivations
Social Comparison Theory explains how travellers evaluate themselves relative to others. The findings confirm that aspirational imagery, influencer lifestyles, and viral trends create emotional triggers such as FOMO and desire for belonging. This drives travellers to imitate experiences that appear rewarding and widely admired.

6.5 Implications for Tourism Businesses
The findings highlight several implications:
· Tourism marketers must embrace short-form video as a primary promotional tool.
· Influencer collaborations require authenticity and transparency to maintain trust.
· Destinations must manage viral growth sustainably to avoid overtourism.
· Businesses need strategies tailored to both Instagram (aesthetic) and TikTok (dynamic storytelling) audiences.

6.6 Limitations and Need for Hybrid Strategies
While social media is powerful, it also has limitations:
· Potential for unrealistic expectations
· Information overload
· Misinformation through unverified posts
· Overreliance on influencers
· Environmental strain from viral hotspots
A hybrid approach combining digital content with credible tourism information sources is needed to guide responsible travel behaviour.












7. CONCLUSION 
This report examined the growing influence of Instagram and TikTok in shaping tourism decisions and found that both platforms play a transformative role in how modern travellers discover, evaluate, and select destinations. Social media has shifted the centre of tourism communication from traditional marketing to visually driven, user-generated, peer-influenced interactions. As digital behaviour evolves, travellers increasingly rely on visual cues, perceived authenticity, influencer endorsements, and platform algorithms to guide their decision-making processes.
The findings reveal that Instagram influences tourism primarily through aspirational, aesthetic visuals that stimulate desire and create idealised destination images. Meanwhile, TikTok shapes decisions through dynamic storytelling, spontaneous content, and algorithm-driven exposure that introduces users to destinations they might not have intentionally searched for. Both platforms significantly enhance destination awareness and inspire travel curiosity through visual immersion.
User-generated content emerged as one of the most powerful factors affecting travel choices. Authentic posts, candid videos, and honest reviews reduce perceived risks and foster trust in destinations. Influencer marketing further amplifies this effect through parasocial relationships, where followers feel personally connected to influencers and view their travel recommendations as credible.
At the same time, the report highlighted important challenges. Trend-driven travel can create unrealistic expectations, lead to overtourism in vulnerable areas, and contribute to misinformation. Moreover, heavy social comparison and FOMO can influence travellers’ emotional well-being and pressure them into making impulsive travel choices.
Overall, Instagram and TikTok have become indispensable tools for both travellers and tourism businesses. Their ability to visually communicate experiences, build emotional connections, and shape perceptions makes them highly influential in tourism marketing strategies. As the digital landscape continues to evolve, tourism organisations must adopt responsible, creative, and sustainable practices to harness the benefits of these platforms while mitigating potential social and environmental risks.
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