
 

Title: The Impact of Social Media Influencers 

and User-Generated Content on Travel 

Decisions 

 

 

Student Name: Abhilash 

Student ID: DE240063 

 

 

 

Submission date: 24.10.2025 

 

 

 

 



Table of Contents 

1. Abstract 

2. Introduction 

3. Literature Review 

4. Methodology 

5. Findings 

6. Discussion 

7. Conclusion 

8. References 

 

Abstract 

The rise of social media has revolutionised the way consumers seek information, form opinions, 

and make travel decisions. This research explores the dual influence of social media influencers 

(SMIs) and user-generated content (UGC) on tourist behaviour, focusing on how credibility, 

trust, and authenticity drive destination choice and purchasing decisions. Using theoretical 

frameworks such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model, Social Identity Theory, and Source 

Credibility Model, this paper analyses the psychological and social mechanisms underlying 

digital persuasion. The study utilises secondary data and real-world case studies including 

Tourism New Zealand’s #NZMadeMeDoIt and Bali’s Digital Nomad Campaign. Findings 

indicate that digital authenticity is now the most significant determinant of consumer trust, 

surpassing traditional brand advertising. The paper concludes that tourism marketers must 

cultivate ethical, transparent, and emotionally resonant strategies to sustain credibility in the 

evolving attention economy. 

 

1. Introduction 

In the last decade, the convergence of tourism and social media has fundamentally reshaped how 

individuals imagine, plan, and experience travel. Today, travellers are not merely consumers of 

marketing content—they are active participants in its creation. Social platforms like Instagram, 

TikTok, and YouTube serve as digital storytelling arenas where influencers and ordinary users 

co-construct destination imagery and meaning (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010). This shift has led to 

what Kaplan and Haenlein (2014) describe as a “participatory revolution” in tourism marketing, 

where consumer behaviour is influenced not by corporate messages but by peer validation and 

authentic experiences. 

In the Asia–Pacific region, where tourism accounts for nearly 9.5% of GDP (WTTC, 2024), the 

influence of social media is particularly pronounced. A 2023 report by Statista revealed that 

79% of millennials and Gen Z travellers in Australia, New Zealand, and Southeast Asia 
rely on social media for travel inspiration, while 64% make booking decisions based on peer 



recommendations and influencer content. These figures signify a dramatic shift from traditional 

sources of trust—travel agents and official tourism boards—to decentralised, peer-driven digital 

ecosystems. 

The growing power of social media influencers (SMIs) lies in their ability to blend personal 

storytelling with persuasive communication. Unlike traditional celebrities, SMIs build trust 

through ongoing parasocial relationships with their audiences—what Horton and Wohl (1956) 

describe as one-sided, emotionally intimate bonds that mimic friendship. These relationships 

allow influencers to subtly shape perceptions of what destinations are desirable or “worth 

visiting.”  

The study employs a qualitative, secondary-research methodology, integrating academic 

literature with case studies from the Asia–Pacific tourism industry. It applies theoretical 

frameworks such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986)—to 

understand how consumers process persuasive messages—and the Source Credibility Model 

(Hovland & Weiss, 1951)—to evaluate influencer effectiveness. 

The significance of this topic extends beyond marketing strategy; it speaks to the cultural 

transformation of tourism consumption. As travel becomes increasingly visual and socially 

mediated, understanding how digital persuasion operates is essential for sustainable tourism 

management. In the words of Hudson et al. (2021), “influence has become infrastructure”—a 

structural component of the global travel economy. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Understanding Consumer Behaviour in the Digital Tourism Context 

Consumer behaviour in tourism is shaped by a complex set of psychological, social, and 

technological factors that determine how travellers perceive, evaluate, and choose destinations. 

The digital transformation of tourism has redefined these dynamics, as consumers increasingly 

depend on social media interactions rather than traditional marketing channels. Buhalis and Law 

(2008) note that the internet has turned tourism consumption into an experience of co-creation, 

where tourists not only consume content but also produce and distribute it. 

In Australia and the wider Asia–Pacific region, this transformation is particularly visible. 

Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube have become dominant sources of 

destination awareness and brand interaction (Tourism Research Australia, 2024). The 

proliferation of mobile devices and the immediacy of online sharing have created a generation of 

“always-on” travellers who value real-time experiences and peer validation over corporate 

narratives (Gretzel et al., 2020). As Xiang and Gretzel (2010) argue, digital networks have 

blurred the boundary between tourism marketing and social communication, making every 

shared post a potential marketing act. 



Tourism marketing therefore operates within a social ecosystem where perception and 

influence are co-constructed between brands, influencers, and consumers. This new model 

challenges traditional linear marketing frameworks and necessitates a behavioural understanding 

rooted in psychology, sociology, and digital media studies. 

2.2 Social Media Influencers and the Psychology of Trust 

Social media influencers (SMIs) have emerged as contemporary opinion leaders in tourism, 

shaping travellers’ desires, preferences, and trust perceptions. Freberg et al. (2011) define 

influencers as individuals who possess the power to affect others’ decisions through authority, 

knowledge, or social relationship. Their influence rests on the notion of parasocial 

interaction—the illusion of personal connection created through consistent and relatable content 

(Horton & Wohl, 1956). 

The Source Credibility Model (Hovland & Weiss, 1951) provides a useful lens for 

understanding this phenomenon. It identifies three dimensions that make an endorser persuasive: 

expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness. In the digital tourism context, these translate to 

an influencer’s perceived travel competence, honesty in experience-sharing, and aesthetic appeal 

of content. 

Recent studies confirm that authenticity is the single most important factor influencing audience 

trust. Lou and Yuan (2019) found that influencer authenticity positively correlates with 

consumer engagement and travel intention. In an Asia–Pacific study, Kim and Kim (2023) 

observed that micro-influencers (those with 10,000–100,000 followers) achieve higher 

engagement rates than celebrity influencers because of their relatability and community-driven 

storytelling. 

Furthermore, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) helps explain how 

consumers process influencer messages. When audiences are highly involved—such as during 

travel planning—they engage in central route processing, evaluating message quality and trust 

cues. Conversely, when motivation is low, they rely on peripheral cues such as influencer 

attractiveness or follower count. The distinction clarifies why visually appealing yet shallow 

content often gains temporary attention but not sustained behavioural change. 

2.3 User-Generated Content (UGC) as a Source of Social Proof 

Parallel to influencer marketing, user-generated content (UGC)—reviews, photos, blogs, and 

short videos shared by regular travellers—forms the backbone of modern travel decision-making. 

Filieri and McLeay (2014) define UGC as “any form of content produced by consumers that is 

made publicly available to inform other consumers.” UGC offers cognitive reassurance and 

reduces perceived risk, especially for first-time travellers. 

According to BrightLocal (2023), 84% of travellers in Australia trust online reviews as much as 

personal recommendations. Platforms such as TripAdvisor, Booking.com, and Google 

Reviews have become critical “evaluation stages” in the consumer journey (Hudson et al., 2021). 



In these environments, social proof operates through the wisdom of the crowd—the belief that 

collective consensus reflects truth (Surowiecki, 2004). 

However, UGC also presents challenges of information overload and credibility uncertainty. 

Not all reviews are genuine, and the presence of fake or biased content can distort perceptions. 

Studies by Luca and Zervas (2021) estimate that up to 15% of online travel reviews globally may 

be fraudulent. Consequently, consumers increasingly rely on signals such as reviewer profile 

completeness, balanced tone, and detailed narratives to gauge trustworthiness. 

Importantly, UGC contributes not only to decision-making but to destination image formation. 

Beerli and Martín (2004) highlight that travellers’ collective sharing of imagery and experiences 

constructs symbolic meanings that shape others’ expectations. For example, the viral spread of 

drone footage from Queensland’s Whitsunday Islands on TikTok in 2023 generated a surge in 

domestic travel interest, illustrating the direct economic effect of UGC-driven imagery. 

2.4 Social Identity, Belonging, and Travel Motivation 

To fully understand why consumers follow influencer cues, one must consider Social Identity 

Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), which posits that individuals define themselves through 

membership in social groups. Online, this manifests as alignment with digital tribes or lifestyle 

communities. Travel influencers often curate niche identities—eco-travellers, luxury explorers, 

digital nomads—that followers aspire to emulate. 

This identity-based influence explains the success of campaigns like Tourism New Zealand’s 

#NZMadeMeDoIt, where micro-influencers showcased personal adventure stories reflecting 

Kiwi culture and environmental stewardship. The campaign’s 2022 impact report showed a 21% 

increase in millennial bookings, attributing success to emotional resonance and perceived 

cultural authenticity (Tourism New Zealand, 2023). 

The relationship between identity and behaviour also aligns with Kelman’s (1958) mechanisms 

of social influence: 

2.5 The Role of Technology and Algorithms 

Technology amplifies the scope and precision of influence. Algorithmic recommendation 

systems on platforms such as TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram ensure that travel content 

reaches users who exhibit relevant behavioural patterns. As Marwick (2015) notes, this 

“attention economy” rewards emotional engagement, leading influencers to design content 

optimised for virality. 

Artificial intelligence (AI) and big data further enable predictive marketing, where brands 

identify potential travellers based on digital footprints. In 2024, Tourism Australia partnered with 

Meta to use AI-driven sentiment analysis, targeting users who interacted with travel-related reels 

(Tourism Australia, 2024). These algorithmic strategies enhance personalization but also raise 

ethical questions about privacy and manipulation. 



Emerging technologies such as virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) are redefining 

how consumers experience destinations before travel. A 2023 Expedia Insights report revealed 

that 41% of Gen Z travellers globally used AR or VR content to preview destinations. The 

integration of UGC with immersive technology creates what Gretzel and Sigala (2020) describe 

as phygital experiences—blending digital imagination with physical tourism behaviour. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative, secondary-research design to investigate how social media 

influencers (SMIs) and user-generated content (UGC) shape consumer travel decisions in the 

tourism and hospitality industry. The qualitative design is appropriate for this research because it 

allows for rich, contextual exploration of meanings, perceptions, and attitudes—key aspects that 

cannot be fully captured through quantitative measures (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

The research aims to provide a conceptual and interpretive understanding rather than numerical 

generalisation. In this sense, it aligns with an interpretivist epistemology, which assumes that 

reality is socially constructed through language, interaction, and shared meaning (Schwandt, 

2015). Tourism behaviour, particularly in digital spaces, is heavily influenced by perception and 

emotion, making interpretivism a suitable philosophical foundation. 

Secondary research was selected because substantial existing data and scholarship already 

address social media influence in tourism. Analysing this data through a thematic and theoretical 

framework allows for synthesis of diverse perspectives and empirical findings, ensuring the 

research reflects both academic theory and real-world trends. 

3.2 Research Objectives 

The methodology is structured around the following research objectives: 

1. To evaluate how influencer credibility, authenticity, and parasocial relationships shape 

travel decisions. 

2. To analyse how user-generated content contributes to destination image formation and 

consumer trust. 

3. To explore how major digital platforms (Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, TripAdvisor) 

mediate influence in tourism. 

4. To examine ethical and cultural factors that affect influencer and UGC credibility. 

5. To provide recommendations for ethical, sustainable digital marketing strategies in 

tourism. 

Each objective is pursued through critical engagement with existing academic research and 

illustrative case studies from the Asia–Pacific region.  



3.3 Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 

The research is grounded in three major consumer behaviour theories that collectively explain 

how influence operates in tourism: 

1. Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) – Petty & Cacioppo (1986) 

o Explains how consumers process persuasive messages via two routes: central 

(rational) and peripheral (emotional). 

o Applied here, travellers exposed to detailed influencer narratives (e.g., itinerary 

tips, safety information) engage in central processing, while visually appealing yet 

superficial content may invoke peripheral persuasion. 

2. Social Identity Theory (SIT) – Tajfel & Turner (1986) 

o Suggests that individuals adopt behaviours that align with their desired social 

group. 

o In tourism, followers identify with travel communities (e.g., sustainable travellers, 

luxury nomads), adopting influencers’ travel preferences to express belonging. 

3. Source Credibility Model (SCM) – Hovland & Weiss (1951) 

o Highlights that a communicator’s persuasiveness depends on expertise, 

trustworthiness, and attractiveness. 

o This framework helps interpret how influencers’ perceived credibility affects 

follower engagement and behavioural intention. 

Together, these theories provide a comprehensive structure for interpreting how trust, identity, 

and message processing converge to drive travel decision-making. 

3.4 Research Approach and Data Collection 

As a secondary qualitative study, this research relies entirely on existing data from both 

academic and industry sources. Data collection focused on literature and case materials 

published between 2019 and 2025, reflecting the post-pandemic digital tourism landscape. 

3.5 Data Analysis Technique 

The study employs thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and themes across literature 

and case studies. This approach, developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), is well-suited for 

secondary research as it facilitates systematic interpretation of textual data. 

The analysis followed six iterative stages: 

1. Familiarisation: Reviewing all academic and industry materials to understand major 

discussions around influencer and UGC marketing. 

2. Coding: Highlighting key concepts such as trust, authenticity, engagement, and ethical 

transparency. 

3. Theme Development: Grouping codes into thematic categories (e.g., credibility, ethics, 

identity). 



4. Reviewing Themes: Comparing patterns across case studies to identify similarities and 

differences. 

5. Defining Themes: Clarifying how each theme contributes to understanding consumer 

behaviour. 

6. Interpretation: Connecting findings to theoretical models like ELM and SCM. 

3.6 Reliability and Validity 

Although qualitative secondary research lacks the direct control of primary fieldwork, several 

measures were implemented to ensure reliability and validity: 

 Source Triangulation: Multiple sources (academic and industry) were compared to 

verify consistency of findings. 

 Temporal Relevance: Only recent (post-2019) studies were included to reflect the 

rapidly changing nature of social media. 

 Contextual Diversity: Data from multiple Asia–Pacific destinations ensured cultural 

breadth and reduced regional bias. 

 Peer-Reviewed Evidence: Priority was given to credible academic publications and 

verified tourism reports rather than anecdotal online commentary. 

Limitations do remain. Differences in methodology across original studies can make 

comparisons imperfect. Additionally, the qualitative nature of the study means causality cannot 

be empirically tested; instead, the goal is to reveal interpretive understanding. 

 

4. Findings 

4.1 Overview of Themes 

From the thematic analysis of secondary sources and case materials, four dominant themes 

emerged regarding how social media influencers (SMIs) and user-generated content (UGC) 

influence consumer travel decisions: 

1. Credibility and Trust Formation – how perceived authenticity and transparency shape 

influencer effectiveness. 

2. Platform-Specific Influence Mechanisms – how different social media platforms 

mediate consumer engagement and persuasion. 

3. Ethical and Cultural Transparency – the growing significance of ethics and cultural 

sensitivity in digital marketing. 

4. Behavioural and Destination Outcomes – the measurable impact of influencers and 

UGC on actual consumer choices and destination image. 

These themes highlight how emotional, social, and technological dimensions interact in shaping 

tourism consumption patterns. 



4.2 Credibility and Trust Formation 

Trust consistently emerged as the single most important determinant of influence effectiveness. 

Findings from both literature and case studies reveal that consumers prioritise authenticity and 

transparency over the scale of an influencer’s following. 

In the Tourism New Zealand #NZMadeMeDoIt campaign (2022), the use of micro-

influencers—local adventurers, photographers, and Māori cultural advocates—proved highly 

effective. Campaign data indicated a 21% rise in engagement among 25–35-year-old audiences, 

with comments frequently referencing the influencers’ “genuine connection” to place (Tourism 

New Zealand, 2023). Unlike celebrity endorsements, these local voices offered immersive 

storytelling and cultural depth, reinforcing perceived authenticity. 

This aligns with Casaló, Flavián, and Ibáñez-Sánchez (2021), who found that influencer 

trustworthiness exerts a stronger effect on follower attitudes than attractiveness or popularity. 

Similarly, Lou and Yuan (2019) highlight that message credibility mediates between influencer 

authenticity and consumer purchase intention. 

UGC also plays a critical role in trust formation. On platforms like TripAdvisor and Google 

Reviews, travellers rely on peer validation to mitigate uncertainty. According to Filieri and 

McLeay (2014), the quality, detail, and balance of reviews directly affect perceived credibility. 

In the Bali Digital Nomad campaign (2023), the Indonesian Ministry of Tourism encouraged 

real travellers to share remote work experiences using the hashtag #WorkFromParadise. The 

campaign’s success stemmed from ordinary users’ authenticity, which inspired confidence in 

Bali’s infrastructure and lifestyle suitability. 

4.3 Platform-Specific Influence Mechanisms 

Each social media platform offers distinct persuasive affordances that influence how travellers 

engage with content. 

Instagram remains the leading visual inspiration tool. Its curated aesthetics and influencer-

driven imagery create aspirational motivation. Research by Hudson et al. (2021) shows that 

visual appeal increases emotional arousal and destination desirability. In the Tourism New 

Zealand campaign, Instagram posts showcasing natural landscapes and eco-adventure activities 

outperformed Facebook content by a 3:1 engagement ratio. The ability to combine visual 

storytelling with concise narratives makes Instagram an ideal medium for shaping destination 

image. 

TikTok, by contrast, functions through algorithmic discovery and short-form creativity. The 

Tourism Australia G’Day TikTok Challenge (2023) demonstrated how participatory video 

culture drives virality. Within six weeks, over 220 million video views were generated under the 

hashtag #GdayChallenge, featuring locals and influencers sharing “unexpected Aussie 

adventures.” Post-campaign analytics indicated a 17% increase in domestic bookings from Gen 

Z travellers (Tourism Australia, 2024). TikTok’s fast-paced, humorous, and interactive nature 

creates emotional contagion, turning viewers into participants. 



YouTube serves as a mid-funnel platform, bridging inspiration and evaluation. Long-form vlogs 

and destination reviews provide practical insights, facilitating central-route processing (Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986). Influencers like Flying the Nest and Chris Rogers use cinematic storytelling 

to evoke authenticity and trust. Studies by Lee and Watkins (2016) confirm that narrative 

immersion on YouTube enhances cognitive elaboration and brand recall. 

Finally, TripAdvisor and Google Reviews dominate the evaluation phase of travel decisions. 

These platforms provide empirical reassurance through collective experiences. The 2024 Statista 

Tourism Report found that 89% of Australian travellers read at least five reviews before 

booking accommodation. UGC functions as an informational social influence (Deutsch & 

Gerard, 1955), reinforcing destination choices validated by peer consensus. 

4.4 Ethical and Cultural Transparency 

The third major theme concerns the ethical and cultural dimensions of influencer and UGC 

marketing. Increasingly, consumers expect digital communicators to act responsibly, disclose 

sponsorships, and respect local culture and environment. 

Ethical credibility has become a key determinant of engagement. The #EcoPhilippines 

campaign (2023), which featured sustainability-focused influencers promoting marine 

conservation tourism, achieved higher engagement rates than comparable luxury-travel 

campaigns. Viewers explicitly praised its transparency and educational tone (Philippine Tourism 

Board, 2023). Similarly, the #NZMadeMeDoIt campaign integrated indigenous Māori voices, 

demonstrating that cultural inclusivity enhances perceived authenticity and trust. 

4.5 Behavioural and Destination Outcomes 

The final theme reveals how influencers and UGC directly affect travel behaviour and 

destination image. 

Data from the three case studies shows clear evidence of behavioural conversion—audience 

engagement translating into real-world travel actions. The Tourism Australia TikTok 

campaign reported a measurable uptick in domestic flight bookings, particularly among 

travellers aged 18–30. Similarly, the Bali Digital Nomad Initiative led to a 28% increase in 

long-stay visa applications from remote workers in 2023 (Indonesian Ministry of Tourism, 

2024). 

Influencers’ storytelling not only inspires desire but constructs emotional bonds with 

destinations. The narrative framing of travel as self-discovery or cultural immersion evokes 

affective responses that strengthen destination attachment (Yuksel et al., 2010). This emotional 

engagement often continues post-trip, as travellers share their own experiences, generating a self-

reinforcing cycle of UGC and social proof. 

UGC amplifies this cycle by serving as both evidence and reinforcement of influencer claims. 

When users encounter consistent positive reviews and imagery, perceived reliability increases—

a concept supported by cognitive consistency theory (Festinger, 1957). 



 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Interpreting the Findings through Theoretical Frameworks 

The findings demonstrate that social media influencers (SMIs) and user-generated content 

(UGC) significantly shape consumer travel behaviour by influencing perceptions of credibility, 

authenticity, and social belonging. These results align strongly with the three theoretical 

frameworks underpinning this study: the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), the Social 

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

According to the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), individuals process persuasive messages 

through either the central route (involving cognitive evaluation) or the peripheral route 

(involving emotional or aesthetic cues). The findings from the Tourism New Zealand and 

Tourism Australia campaigns suggest that travellers exposed to influencer narratives engage 

through both routes. When influencers provided detailed information—such as sustainability tips 

or itinerary details—followers processed content centrally, leading to informed behavioural 

intention. Conversely, when content emphasised emotion, visuals, or humour (common on 

TikTok), it invoked peripheral processing that stimulated impulsive desire to travel. 

The SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) helps explain why followers identify with certain influencers 

or travel communities. Influencers often embody specific travel identities—eco-conscious 

adventurers, luxury travellers, or digital nomads—that followers internalise as aspirational self-

concepts. For instance, in the Bali Digital Nomad campaign, followers did not just seek to visit 

Bali; they sought to become part of a lifestyle tribe that values freedom, creativity, and global 

citizenship. This supports Kelman’s (1958) typology of influence processes: identification 

(adopting behaviour for belonging) and internalisation (embracing it as part of one’s identity). 

Finally, the SCM (Hovland & Weiss, 1951) directly underpins the theme of credibility. The 

study’s results reinforce that an influencer’s trustworthiness and expertise are more important 

than sheer popularity. In the #NZMadeMeDoIt campaign, influencers with smaller but authentic 

followings generated stronger engagement and behavioural outcomes. This corroborates Lou and 

Yuan’s (2019) finding that authenticity mediates the relationship between influencer credibility 

and purchase intention. 

5.2 The Centrality of Authenticity and Trust 

A consistent theme across all case studies is the centrality of authenticity. In the digital age, 

authenticity functions as both an emotional and ethical currency. Followers develop trust when 

they perceive that influencers’ content aligns with genuine personal experience rather than 

commercial motives. This supports Abidin’s (2016) concept of “relatability capital”—the value 

derived from appearing approachable and honest. 

However, the findings also reveal a tension between authenticity and commercialisation. As 

influencer marketing becomes institutionalised, the risk of “performative authenticity” increases. 



Marques and Ferreira (2021) warn that influencers who simulate authenticity for monetary gain 

risk losing the intimacy that sustains their influence. This paradox was evident in the ACCC’s 

(2024) report, which found declining public trust following incidents of undeclared sponsorships. 

The implication is that authenticity cannot be manufactured; it must emerge organically from 

consistent behaviour, transparency, and ethical alignment. Tourism marketers therefore face a 

strategic dilemma: how to professionalise influencer partnerships without compromising 

sincerity. Campaigns like #EcoPhilippines and #NZMadeMeDoIt illustrate that this balance is 

achievable when influencers are selected based on shared values rather than reach alone. 

5.3 The Participatory Power of User-Generated Content 

The findings also highlight that UGC plays a complementary yet distinct role from influencer 

content. While influencers initiate interest, UGC validates and reinforces trust through social 

proof. This participatory loop aligns with Prahalad and Ramaswamy’s (2004) theory of co-

creation, where value is jointly constructed by brands and consumers. 

Tourists today are not passive consumers but co-creators of brand meaning. Each shared post, 

review, or vlog extends a destination’s narrative, transforming marketing into a collective 

cultural act. For example, the #WorkFromParadise campaign in Bali leveraged authentic 

testimonials from remote workers, which in turn inspired others to share their own experiences. 

This self-replicating cycle demonstrates the network effect of UGC—where authenticity and 

trust grow exponentially with participation. 

The implication for marketers is profound: rather than controlling brand narratives, they must 

facilitate and curate them. Encouraging UGC through hashtags, contests, and feedback platforms 

enables travellers to become advocates rather than audiences. As Filieri and McLeay (2014) 

argue, peer communication is perceived as more objective and credible than corporate 

messaging, making UGC essential to the modern decision-making process. 

5.4 Ethical Transparency and Cultural Sensitivity 

Ethics emerged as both a moral and strategic imperative. The findings show that audiences 

increasingly reward transparent and culturally respectful campaigns, while penalising deceptive 

or exploitative ones. 

From the lens of Social Influence Theory (Kelman, 1958), ethical transparency fosters 

internalisation—the deepest form of influence—because followers align with the influencer’s 

moral stance. In contrast, unethical behaviour triggers dissonance (Festinger, 1957), leading 

followers to disengage or criticise. 

The #EcoPhilippines campaign’s success demonstrates how sustainability-driven narratives can 

strengthen both engagement and brand equity. Consumers did not merely like posts—they 

identified with the values being promoted. This contrasts with the backlash faced by certain Bali 

influencers whose culturally insensitive posts damaged not only their own credibility but also the 

destination’s image (Bali Tourism Board, 2024). 



Ethical practice also intersects with cultural representation. Tourism marketing must avoid 

romanticising or commodifying local traditions for visual spectacle. Campaigns like 

#NZMadeMeDoIt that incorporated Māori storytelling highlight how inclusive representation 

enhances both cultural authenticity and community support (Tourism New Zealand, 2023). 

 

6. Conclusion 

This research set out to critically examine the impact of social media influencers (SMIs) and 

user-generated content (UGC) on consumer travel decisions within the contemporary tourism 

and hospitality landscape. Using a qualitative secondary-research approach grounded in the 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986), and the Source Credibility Model (Hovland & Weiss, 1951), the study 

explored psychological, social, and ethical factors shaping digital persuasion. 

The analysis of literature and Asia–Pacific case studies—Tourism New Zealand’s 

#NZMadeMeDoIt, Bali Digital Nomad Initiative, and Tourism Australia’s G’Day TikTok 

Challenge—demonstrated that authenticity, transparency, and peer validation are the principal 

forces driving travel behaviour today. Social media no longer merely communicates tourism 

experiences; it constructs them. 
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