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1. Abstract: 

The contemporary tourism industry is undergoing a radical transformation driven by 

the digitization of word-of-mouth marketing. The traditional brochure has been 

rendered obsolete by the dynamic, algorithmic feeds of social media platforms, 

specifically Instagram and TikTok. This comprehensive report addresses Task 1 of the 

assignment, investigating the profound role these platforms play in shaping modern 

travel decisions. Moving beyond their utility as communication tools, this study posits 

that they act as primary decision-making engines, influencing every stage of the 

consumer journey from destination awareness to post-trip evaluation. 

Utilizing a qualitative secondary research methodology supported by digital content 

analysis, the study contrasts Instagram’s "curated perfection"—which drives 

aspirational desire—with TikTok’s "hyper-relevance" and "rawness," which drives 

impulse action. The findings reveal a critical "Trust Gap," where User-Generated 

Content (UGC) significantly outperforms branded content in influencing booking 

behaviors. Furthermore, the report identifies the phenomenon of "Instagrammability" 

as a new form of economic capital for destinations, while simultaneously critiquing 

the environmental and social costs of viral tourism trends. By applying the Theory of 

Planned Behavior, Social Comparison Theory, and the Technology Acceptance Model 

(TAM), the report concludes that tourism businesses must transition from a 

"broadcasting" model to a "facilitation" model, actively encouraging authentic UGC 

to build trust in a saturated digital landscape. 

The Paradigm Shift. 

Tourism marketing has moved from linear "broadcasting" to a dynamic ecosystem 

of User-Generated Content (UGC). Today, travelers trust their peers more than 

brands. The "brochure" is dead; the "feed" is king. This shift has moved the customer 

journey from simple information gathering to emotional inspiration. 

 



2. Introduction: 

2.1 Background: The Digital Shift in Tourism Marketing 

1. The trajectory of tourism marketing can be traced through three distinct eras. The pre-

digital era relied on intermediaries—travel agents and tour operators—who held the 

monopoly on information. The Web 1.0 era introduced direct booking and review sites 

like TripAdvisor, democratizing information but maintaining a text-heavy, functional 

focus. We are now firmly in the Web 2.0 and mobile-first era, characterized by the 

visual web and the "Attention Economy." 

2. In this current landscape, the destination is no longer just a physical place; it is a 

digital construct. A potential tourist interacts with a destination hundreds of times 

digitally—through stories, reels, and posts—before they ever step foot on a plane. The 

rise of Instagram (launched 2010) and TikTok (globally launched 2018) has 

fundamentally altered the "mental map" of travelers. These platforms have shifted the 

primary mode of travel discovery from "search" (active intent) to "feed" (passive 

discovery). Users no longer go online to find a holiday; the holiday finds them. 

3. 2.2 Problem Statement: The Move from Information to Inspiration 

4. A critical tension exists in the current tourism ecosystem. While information is 

abundant, trust is increasingly scarce. Consumers are inundated with polished 

corporate marketing, "photoshopped" realities, and paid endorsements. As a result, 

skepticism towards traditional Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) is at an 

all-time high. Consumers have pivoted to social platforms not just for inspiration, but 

for verification—seeking "social proof" that a destination lives up to its promise. 

5. The problem this report investigates is specific and nuanced: How do the distinct 

mechanisms of Instagram (static, aesthetic, social graph-based) and TikTok (video, 

algorithmic, interest graph-based) differentially impact the consumer's decision to 

travel? Many tourism businesses treat "social media" as a monolith, failing to adapt 

their strategies to the unique psychological triggers of each platform. Understanding 

this distinction is vital for survival in a competitive market. 

6. 2.3 Research Objectives and Scope 

7. This report aims to achieve the following objectives: 

8. To Deconstruct Platform Mechanisms: Analyze how the specific algorithms and 

content formats of Instagram and TikTok influence the "pre-trip" phase of the 

customer journey. 

9. To Evaluate the Role of Aesthetics: Investigate the concept of "Instagrammability" 

and how visual appeal has become a proxy for experience quality. 

10. To Assess the Impact of Short-Form Video: Examine the shift towards TikTok and 

its ability to drive impulse bookings through viral trends and audio cues. 

11. To Provide Strategic Recommendations: Offer actionable strategies for tourism 

operators to leverage these tools for sustainable growth. 



12. 2.4 Significance of the Study 

13. This study is significant because the "digital traveler" is now the dominant consumer 

segment. Understanding the psychological underpinnings of social media influence 

allows businesses to move beyond vanity metrics (likes) to meaningful metrics 

(bookings and loyalty). Furthermore, as overtourism becomes a critical issue, 

understanding how viral trends start on these platforms is essential for destination 

management and sustainability. 

 

The Platform Battle: Instagram vs. TikTok 

Two giants dominate the travel landscape, but they serve different psychological 

needs. Instagram is the "highlight reel," while TikTok is the "discovery engine." 

 

 

 

3. Literature Review: 

3.1 Theoretical Framework: Source Credibility and Social Comparison 

To understand why social media drives travel behavior, we must ground our analysis 

in established consumer behavior theories. 

Source Credibility Theory: Hovland and Weiss (1951) posited that information 

persuasion depends on the perceived trustworthiness and expertise of the source. In 

the context of tourism, this explains the decline of brand advertising. A hotel claiming 

"we have the best service" is perceived as biased. A micro-influencer showing a video 

of excellent service is perceived as more credible because they are viewed as a peer or 

an unbiased third party (despite the often murky reality of sponsored content). 



Social Comparison Theory: Festinger (1954) argued that individuals determine their 

own social and personal worth based on how they stack up against others. In travel, 

this manifests as FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). When a user scrolls through 

Instagram and sees peers in exotic locations—Bali, Santorini, Amalfi Coast—it 

triggers an upward social comparison. The travel experience becomes a status symbol, 

a way to validate one's life quality to their network. This psychological pressure is a 

potent driver of booking behavior, often overriding financial or logical constraints. 

Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT): UGT suggests users actively choose media 

to satisfy specific needs. For Instagram, the gratification is often "Social Integration" 

and "Self-Presentation" (curating an ideal self). For TikTok, the gratification is 

"Entertainment" and "Information Seeking" (life hacks, travel tips). 

3.2 The Economics of "Instagrammability": Visual Capital in Tourism 

Scholars have coined the term "Instagrammability" to describe a physical space's 

capacity to produce visually pleasing photographs. This is not merely an aesthetic 

quality; it is an economic one. Literature suggests that for Millennial and Gen Z 

travelers, the "shareability" of a destination is a core component of the value 

proposition. 

This has led to the "Aestheticization of Tourism." Restaurants are designing lighting 

specifically for smartphone cameras; hotels are installing "selfie walls"; museums are 

creating immersive exhibits designed to be photographed rather than just viewed. In 

this economy, the image of the experience is as valuable as the experience itself. The 

digital photo serves as "cultural capital," proving the traveler's taste, wealth, and 

adventurous spirit. 

3.3 TikTok and the Algorithmization of Travel: The Discovery Engine 

While Instagram is based on a Social Graph (you see content from people you 

follow), TikTok is based on an Interest Graph (you see content the algorithm 

predicts you will like). This distinction is crucial. 

TikTok’s "For You Page" (FYP) acts as a hyper-efficient discovery engine. It can take 

a video from a user with zero followers and show it to millions of people if the 

content engagement is high. For tourism, this means "hidden gems" or small 

businesses can go viral overnight without a marketing budget. Literature highlights 

that TikTok's format—full-screen, sound-on, raw video—creates a higher level of 

"Telepresence" (the feeling of being there) compared to static images, leading to 

stronger emotional connections and impulse buying. 

3.4 The Shift from Macro to Micro-Influencers 

Early social media marketing focused on celebrities (Macro-Influencers) with 

millions of followers. However, recent studies indicate a shift towards Micro-

Influencers (10k-100k followers) and Nano-Influencers (<10k). These creators 

typically have higher engagement rates and more specific niches (e.g., "Budget Solo 

Female Travel" or "Luxury Eco-Tourism"). Their recommendations are perceived as 

more authentic and attainable, leading to higher conversion rates for tourism 

businesses. 



The Psychology of FOMO 

Why does it work? Social Comparison Theory suggests we travel to validate our 

status. This creates a "Viral Loop" where consumption leads to creation. 

 

 

The Reality Gap 

Reliance on aesthetics creates the "Instagram vs. Reality" problem. Overtourism 

destroys the very "hidden gems" that go viral, leading to the "Gatekeeping" trend. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Methodology: 

4.1 Research Philosophy and Approach 

This report adopts an interpretivist research philosophy. Unlike positivism, which seeks 

statistical truths, interpretivism acknowledges that "travel motivation" is a social construct 

defined by human perception, emotion, and cultural context. The research approach is 

deductive, starting with established theories (Source Credibility, AIDA) and testing their 

applicability against modern digital trends. 

4.2 Data Collection: Digital Content Analysis 

The primary method employed is Digital Content Analysis supported by secondary 

academic literature. This involved: 

1. Platform Analysis: Observing the user interface and algorithmic behavior of 

Instagram and TikTok to understand how travel content is surfaced. 

2. Trend Analysis: Reviewing viral travel trends (e.g., the #WesAndersonTrend, the 

"TikTok made me buy it" travel phenomenon) to identify common characteristics of 

successful content. 

3. Literature Synthesis: Synthesizing data from academic journals (e.g., Journal of 

Travel Research, Tourism Management) and industry reports (e.g., Hootsuite, Skift) to 

provide empirical backing for the observations. 

4.3 Limitations of the Study 

It is crucial to acknowledge limitations. First, social media algorithms are opaque and 

constantly changing; what works today may not work tomorrow. Second, this study relies on 

secondary data, which may lag behind the most current trends. Finally, the study focuses 

primarily on Western social media platforms, excluding significant players like WeChat or 

Little Red Book (Xiaohongshu) which are dominant in Asian markets. 

 

5. Findings: Platform-Specific Influences: 

• 5.1 Instagram: The Curated Aesthetic and the "Dreaming" Phase 

• Instagram functions primarily as a digital brochure and a "highlight reel." It 

dominates the "Dreaming" phase of the customer journey. 

• The Aesthetic Economy & The "Grid": Findings indicate that on Instagram, visual 

coherence is paramount. Destinations are judged by their "feed appeal." A hotel with a 

disjointed or low-quality Instagram grid is often perceived as low-quality in service, 

regardless of reality. 

• Consumer Behavior: Users utilize the "Save" feature to create digital vision boards. 

These collections (e.g., "Honeymoon Ideas," "Summer 2026") represent long-term 

intent. 



• The "Carousel" Storytelling: The carousel format allows for deeper storytelling—

slide 1 is the "hook" (the hero shot), while slides 2-10 provide context, food, and 

details. This mimics a mini-magazine spread. 

• Case Example: The "Bali Swing" The "Bali Swing" is a prime example of an 

attraction created almost entirely for Instagram. It offers little intrinsic cultural value 

but provides the perfect photo opportunity. Its explosion in popularity was driven 

solely by visual repetition on Instagram, proving that "photogenicity" can drive 

millions of tourist dollars. 

• 5.2 TikTok: Virality, Authenticity, and the "Impulse" Phase 

• TikTok functions as a discovery engine and dominates the "Interest" and "Action" 

phases. 

• The "Hidden Gem" Narrative: TikTok thrives on information gaps. Videos titled 

"Things you didn't know existed" or "Cheapest place to fly right now" capitalize on 

curiosity. Unlike Instagram's polished look, TikTok rewards "rawness." A shaky video 

of a street food vendor often performs better than a 4K drone shot because it feels 

real. 

• Impulse Decision Making: The short, immersive nature of TikTok (15-60 seconds) 

combined with trending audio creates a sensory loop that triggers impulse decisions. 

• The "Dupe" Trend: A massive trend on TikTok is travel "dupes" (duplicates)—e.g., 

"Skip the Maldives, go to Albania instead." This content drives massive shifts in 

demand to secondary destinations because it appeals to the budget-conscious Gen Z 

demographic looking for unique, affordable experiences. 

• Search Engine Utility: Findings show that Gen Z increasingly uses TikTok as a 

search engine instead of Google. They search "Things to do in Tokyo" on TikTok to 

see video results, which they find more trustworthy than Google's SEO-optimized 

blog posts. 

• 5.3 User-Generated Content (UGC) vs. Brand Content: The Trust Deficit 

• A consistent finding across both platforms is the overwhelming dominance of UGC. 

• Trust Metrics: Data indicates that travelers are 4x more likely to book a hotel if they 

see a "guest photo" compared to a professional hotel shot. 

• The "Vibe Check": This is a critical new metric. On TikTok, users search for hotels 

not to see the room dimensions (which are on the website), but to check the "vibe"—

the atmosphere, the crowd, the music. Only UGC can convey this. Brand content is 

viewed as "propaganda"; UGC is viewed as "intelligence. 

 

 

 

 



Future Outlook: The Content Playground 

Tourism businesses must stop being the "Narrator" and start being the "Stage." The goal is to 

facilitate authentic User-Generated Content. 

 

 

 

6. Discussion: 

6.1 The Transformation of the Consumer Decision Journey 

• The linear "funnel" (Awareness -> Interest -> Desire -> Action) has been replaced by 

a "Viral Loop." 

• Inspiration (Passive): The user is not looking for travel. They are lying in bed 

scrolling. The algorithm injects a travel video. 

• Validation (Social): The user checks the comments. "Has anyone been here?" "Is it 

worth it?" The comments section serves as a real-time, decentralized TripAdvisor. 

• Action (Impulse/Planned): The booking window has shortened. Flash sales 

promoted via Stories or TikTok links drive immediate revenue. 

• Sharing (Creation): The traveler creates content during their trip, feeding the 

algorithm for the next user. 

• Critical Analysis: The "Experience" phase is now inextricably linked to the 

"Sharing" phase. If the WiFi is down, or the "Instagrammable spot" is closed, the 

perceived quality of the entire trip diminishes. The ability to share the experience is 

part of the experience. 

• 6.2 The "Instagram vs. Reality" Gap: Overtourism and Dissatisfaction 

• A critical issue identified is the dissonance between digital representation and 

physical reality. 

• Overtourism and "Gatekeeping": Viral fame is a double-edged sword. Locations 

like Maya Bay in Thailand or the village of Hallstatt in Austria have suffered 

environmental degradation due to social media fame. This has led to the 

"Gatekeeping" trend on TikTok, where users deliberately obscure the location of a 

"hidden gem" to protect it from being ruined by the masses. This represents a 

consumer backlash against the "mining" of destinations for content. 



• The Expectation Trap: When a destination is filtered, color-graded, and cropped to 

perfection, reality often disappoints. This leads to the "Paris Syndrome" effect—

severe disappointment when the destination does not match the romanticized digital 

image. For businesses, this is dangerous. Relying on "Instagrammability" creates 

fragile customer loyalty. If the service is poor, the "good photo" is not enough to save 

the reputation in the long term. 

• 6.3 The Homogenization of Tourism Experiences 

• Critically, social media has led to a homogenization of global tourism. Coffee shops in 

Bali, Brooklyn, and Berlin increasingly look the same (industrial chic, neon signs, 

avocado toast) because that aesthetic performs well on the algorithm. 

• The "Generic City": Tourists end up traveling thousands of miles to consume 

experiences that are identical to what they see online, rather than engaging with the 

authentic local culture. This "standardization of taste" threatens the unique cultural 

identity of destinations. 

• 6.4 Strategic Implications for Tourism Operators 

• For businesses, the implication is clear: You are no longer the primary narrator of 

your brand story. The customers are. 

• Strategy 1: The "Content Playground" Hotels and attractions must design physical 

spaces that facilitate content creation. This doesn't mean tacky "selfie frames," but 

ensuring good lighting, unique design elements, and "moments" that are naturally 

shareable. 

• Strategy 2: Facilitate, Don't Broadcast Instead of spending budget on high-

production ads, businesses should spend on "Creator Trips"—inviting diverse micro-

influencers to experience the product. 

• Tactic: A hotel could offer a "TikTok Butler"—a staff member trained to help guests 

film content, holding lights or guiding them to the best spots. This removes friction 

for the guest and guarantees high-quality UGC for the hotel. 

• Strategy 3: Review Mining Marketing teams must monitor social comments, not just 

DMs. If a TikTok video about the hotel goes viral for a negative reason (e.g., "The 

pool was dirty"), the response must be immediate and public. Conversely, if a specific 

dish goes viral, the restaurant should highlight it immediately. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7. Conclusion: 

This report concludes that Instagram and TikTok are not merely promotional 

channels; they are the infrastructure of the modern tourism economy. They shape the 

cognitive "mental map" of potential travelers and define what is considered 

"desirable." 

• Instagram serves the function of "Validation and Aspiration," allowing users to 

curate their digital identity through travel. It is the modern travel brochure. 

• TikTok serves the function of "Discovery and Authenticity," cutting through 

marketing noise to deliver raw, emotive travel inspiration. It is the modern word-of-

mouth engine. 

However, this reliance on digital validation introduces volatility. Trends shift rapidly, 

and "viral fame" can lead to operational strain (overtourism). The "Instagram vs. 

Reality" gap poses a significant threat to customer satisfaction. Therefore, the most 

sustainable strategy for tourism businesses is not just to chase trends, but to deliver 

high-quality, authentic experiences that inspire positive User-Generated Content 

naturally. In the digital age, the customer’s camera is the world's most powerful 

marketing tool, and the business's role is to give that camera something worth 

capturing. 
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9. Appendices: 

Appendix A: The Viral Loop Model 

• Stage 1: Passive Discovery: User scrolls FYP (For You Page). Algorithm serves travel 

content based on adjacent interests (e.g., user likes "coffee" -> algorithm shows "cafes 

in Paris"). 

• Stage 2: The Hook: Audio/Visual trigger creates immediate attention (within 3 

seconds). 

• Stage 3: Social Validation: User checks comments to verify reality. "Is this real?" 

"Where is this?" 

• Stage 4: FOMO/Desire: Upward social comparison occurs. "I need to be there to feel 

this way." 

• Stage 5: Booking/Action: User clicks link in bio or searches Google for flights. 

• Stage 6: Creation: User visits and replicates the content, closing the loop. 



Appendix B: Comparative Table: Instagram vs. TikTok 

Feature Instagram TikTok 

Primary 

Content Format 

High-Res Images, 

Stories, Reels 

Short-form Loop Video 

(Vertical) 

Algorithm 

Focus 

Social Graph (Who 

you follow + interests) 

Interest Graph (What you 

watch/engage with) 

Traveler 

Motivation 

Aspiration, Aesthetics, 

Social Status 

Entertainment, 

Discovery, Hacks, Value 

Dominant 

Emotion 

Envy, Admiration, 

Calm 

Excitement, Curiosity, 

Humor 

Marketing Role Portfolio / Digital 

Brochure / Brand 

Image 

Viral Trigger / Awareness 

/ Reach 

Lifespan of 

Content 

24-48 Hours (Feed), 

Forever (Highlights) 

Weeks to Months (if 

viral) 

Key Metric Likes, Saves Watch Time, Shares 

 


