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Abstract

Tourism has always depended on imagery, narratives, and emotional expectations. However, in
the last decade, Instagram and TikTok have revolutionised how travellers discover, imagine, and
choose destinations. These platforms integrate algorithmic curation, short-form visual
storytelling, influencer endorsements, and user-generated authenticity to shape tourism decisions
in ways far deeper than traditional media. This assignment examines how Instagram and TikTok
guide the modern tourist’s journey—from inspiration to information search, evaluation, booking,
and post-travel sharing. The analysis is grounded in a qualitative methodology using secondary
research from academic literature, tourism reports, digital media studies, and real-world travel
content patterns.

The paper explores how visual persuasion, parasocial trust, social comparison, aesthetic
expectations, and TikTok’s trend-driven algorithm impact tourist motivation. Key theories such
as the Theory of Planned Behaviour, Social Proof, Social Comparison Theory, and the
Elaboration Likelihood Model offer a framework to interpret how individuals form attitudes and
intentions towards destinations. Findings reveal that Instagram encourages aspirational, visually
polished tourism, while TikTok promotes fast-paced, emotionally charged, and often
spontaneous travel decision-making. Both platforms democratise travel information but
simultaneously create risks such as over-tourism, unrealistic expectations, environmental strain,
and representational inequalities.

The assignment concludes that Instagram and TikTok are now essential tourism infrastructures—
not optional tools. Their persuasive power is embedded in everyday digital life, shaping how
people dream, plan, experience, and remember travel. As these platforms continue evolving,
tourism stakeholders must adopt responsible communication strategies grounded in transparency,
cultural sensitivity, and sustainability.

1. Introduction

In the digital era, travel decisions rarely begin with brochures, travel agents, or even Google
searches. Instead, a typical traveller scrolling casually on Instagram or TikTok may suddenly
encounter a breathtaking cliff in Madeira, a charming street in Kyoto, or a luxurious floating
breakfast in the Maldives. This spontaneous exposure plants the first seeds of travel desire—
often without any conscious intention.

Instagram and TikTok are the most influential visual media platforms currently shaping global
tourism behaviour. Instagram constructs a world where destinations appear aesthetically
curated—filtered sunsets, symmetrical architecture, minimalist cafés, perfectly composed
beaches, and landscapes glowing with enhanced colours. TikTok, meanwhile, offers dynamic
travel content through vlogs, comedic storytelling, honest reviews, budget hacks, and fast-paced
itineraries. Together, they influence travellers emotionally, visually, and socially.




Tourism is a uniquely intangible product. Travellers cannot “test” the experience beforehand.
They rely heavily on representations, narratives, and reviews. Social media reduces this
uncertainty by providing what feels like immersive previews of destinations. A 15-second
TikTok video showing a real street, real people, and real reactions gives audiences an emotional
simulation of being there. Instagram’s polished visuals allow tourists to imagine themselves
living inside the aesthetics.

Scholars now argue that social media has collapsed the traditional stages of the tourism decision-
making process. Before, travellers moved through a step-by-step cycle: dreaming, planning,
evaluating, booking, experiencing, and sharing. Today, these stages blend. Tourists discover new
destinations (dreaming) at the same time they watch reviews (evaluation) and save reels for their
itineraries (planning). As soon as they arrive at the destination, they share content (post-
experience) that then inspires others (dreaming).

2. Literature Review

2.1 The Visual Turn in Tourism

Tourism has always been driven by visuals—brochures, postcards, and travel documentaries
shaped early travel imaginaries. With social media, this visual dependence intensified. Urry’s
(2002) concept of the “tourist gaze” explains how tourists consume places through visual
expectations even before they arrive. Social media amplifies this gaze by offering endless photos
and videos accessible at any moment.

Instagram and TikTok are particularly influential because:
o they emphasise visual content over text,
« they enable continuous scrolling,
o they reward emotionally appealing images and videos,
o they use algorithms that personalise content for each user.

This creates an immersive aesthetic environment where users repeatedly encounter destinations.

2.2 Instagram’s Aesthetic Logic and Aspirational Travel

Instagram’s interface privileges clean, polished, symmetrical images. These create an
aspirational travel culture where destinations are consumed as lifestyle objects rather than
geographical spaces. Chua and Chang (2016) note that Instagram fosters “curated authenticity,”
where realism is blended with aesthetic exaggeration.

Key Instagram features impacting tourism include:




o Posts: highly edited, professional-looking images.

e Reels: cinematic short videos merging trends, music, and storytelling.
o Stories: ephemeral, behind-the-scenes travel snippets.

o Explore Page: algorithmically suggested content.

o Saved Collections: digital travel wishlists.

Destinations now design “Instagrammable spots” (e.g., Bali swings, Dubai wings mural,
Cappadocia balloon viewpoints). Research shows these staged photo zones increase tourist
traffic but sometimes reduce cultural authenticity (MacKay & Vogt, 2020).

2.3 TikTok’s Short-Form Video and Algorithmic Discovery

TikTok’s influence is stronger than Instagram’s in terms of speed, virality, and spontaneous
discovery. Its “For You Page” (FYP) algorithm pushes travel content to users who may not even
follow travel accounts. This creates accidental travel inspiration.

TikTok promotes:

e quick itineraries,

e honest hotel reviews,

e cultural shock videos,

e budget travel hacks,

e drone shots with trending music,
e emotional monologues,

e humorous travel fails,

o unfiltered local street views.

Research by Zhang & Lee (2022) indicates that TikTok’s format increases emotional connection
because it feels more spontaneous and authentic than traditional travel media.

2.4 User-Generated Content (UGC) and Peer Influence

UGC—-created by ordinary users rather than brands—has become the most trusted source of
travel information (Litvin et al., 2008). Reasons include:

o relatability,

e perceived honesty,

e behind-the-scenes perspective,
e reduced commercial bias,

« real-time updates,

e raw emotional reactions.

UGC includes:

e Instagram photos and Reels




TikTok vlogs

hotel room walkthrough videos
honest “pros and cons” lists

story highlights with itineraries
packing or budgeting breakdowns

Munar & Jacobsen (2014) argue that UGC is motivated by both self-expression and community
contribution.

2.5 Influencers as Digital Travel Agents

Influencers provide personalised, narrative-based travel guidance. Unlike traditional travel
agents, they share:

personal mistakes,

emotional reflections,

“what I wish I knew” videos,
spontaneous reactions,

local secrets.

Para-social relationships one-sided emotional bonds between viewer and influencer make
followers trust their suggestions (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Micro-influencers in particular have
higher engagement and stronger credibility.

Influencers shape:

destination desirability,
accommodation preferences,
restaurant choices,

budget expectations,

safety perceptions,

cultural norms.

2.6 Theories Explaining Social Media’s Influence on
Tourism

2.6.1 Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)
Instagram/TikTok influence:
o Attitude: by showing desirable visuals.

e Subjective norms: by normalising certain travel trends.
e Perceived behavioural control: by offering tips and simplified itineraries.

2.6.2 Social Proof (Cialdini, 2001)




Trending destinations are perceived as “must-visit.”

2.6.3 Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954)

Users compare their lives with influencers and peers. Travel becomes a source of status.
2.6.4 Elaboration Likelihood Model

Persuasion occurs mainly through peripheral cues:

e beauty,
e humour,
e Music,

o influencer charisma,
 editing style.

2.7 Negative Impacts
Literature warns about:
e over-tourism,
« environmental degradation,
e unrealistic expectations,
e cultural commodification,
o travel as performance,
e misinformation.

Social media influence is not neutral; it has economic, social, and ecological consequences.

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design

This assignment uses a qualitative approach based on secondary research. Rather than
conducting surveys or interviews, it interprets existing literature and observable online
behaviours.

3.2 Data Sources

Sources include:




peer-reviewed academic articles,

tourism board reports,

industry whitepapers,

travel marketing studies,

analyses of social media content patterns,
publicly available statistics.

3.3 Analytical Framework

Themes identified include:

aesthetic influence,
algorithmic persuasion,
social validation,
influencer credibility,
expectation vs. reality,
sustainability concerns.

3.4 Limitations

Limitations involve:

rapidly changing social media trends,
lack of primary data,

regional biases,

limited TikTok academic research.

Despite this, the methodology provides a strong foundation for analysis.

4. Findings

This section presents the major themes that emerged from analysing literature, industry data, and
patterns in real-world Instagram and TikTok content. These findings reveal how deeply these
platforms shape tourism decisions across all stages of the traveller’s journey.

4.1 Instagram and TikTok Are Now the Primary Sources of
Travel Inspiration

Past generations were inspired by advertisements, travel agencies, films, or word-of-mouth.
Today, Instagram and TikTok dominate early-stage travel imagination. Travellers encounter:




stunning travel Reels on Instagram Explore,
viral TikTok vlogs on the “For You Page,”
influencer story highlights,

trending travel audios,

location-tagged posts that showcase niche places.

Statista (2024) reports that nearly 80% of Gen Z travellers discover destinations first
through social media, not through search engines. The platforms do not wait for users to
actively search for information—they push travel content directly to them.

This passive exposure causes travel ideas to form unexpectedly. A student scrolling before sleep
may suddenly save a Maldives reel. A worker watching TikTok during lunch might decide they
want to visit Vietnam after seeing a budget breakdown video. Thus, tourism desire is being
generated algorithmically rather than intentionally.

4.2 Aesthetic Representation Strongly Shapes Destination
Appeal

Instagram prioritises beauty, symmetry, and clean visual composition. This has made
aesthetics—and not necessarily culture—the primary motivation for many tourists. Certain
aesthetic categories dominate:

beach luxury aesthetics (Maldives, Seychelles),
European summer aesthetics (Italy, Greece, Croatia),
urban modern aesthetics (Seoul, Dubai, Singapore),
adventure aesthetics (Iceland, New Zealand),

café aesthetics (Japan, Korea).

Destinations are rebranding themselves visually to meet Instagram standards. Examples include:

« Bali constructing giant swings, bamboo nests, and scenic platforms;

o Cappadocia designing balloon-view terraces;

e Japan’s cafés designing colourful desserts for photos;

e Dubai producing futuristic architectural backdrops.

Visual attractiveness now directly correlates with tourism success. A study by MacKay & Vogt
(2020) notes that visual imagery significantly influences destination desirability even more than
textual information.

4.3 TikTok Generates Trend-Driven, Impulse Travel
Decisions
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TikTok’s popularity is rooted in its rapid content consumption and emotionally charged
storytelling. Unlike Instagram, which is follow-based, TikTok’s algorithm introduces users to
completely new creators. This means even a small travel creator can make a destination go viral.

Examples of trend-induced tourism include:

o Albania gaining sudden fame from TikTok soundtracks and drone edits.

o Seoul cafés trending due to colourful “Korean aesthetic” Reels.

o Jordan’s Wadi Rum popularising desert content with cinematic transitions.
e Vietnam trending for “cheap travel challenges.”

Many travellers admit booking flights within days of seeing viral videos. TikTok reduces the
psychological barriers to decision-making by providing:

e real reactions,

e POV (point-of-view) experiences,
e cost breakdowns,

e itinerary templates,

e authentic street views.

Impulse decisions grow when content includes dramatic audio, emotional narration, or satisfying
visuals.

4.4 Influencers Shape Trust, Credibility, and Destination
Perception

Influencers act as modern travel intermediaries. Followers perceive them as relatable and
trustworthy, even when posts are sponsored.

Influencers provide emotional context—for example:
o ‘I felt safe here as a solo female traveller,”
e “Don’t visit during monsoon season—here’s why,”
e “This hotel looks good online but feels overpriced,”

e “Here’s a street-food place locals actually visit.”

These subjective opinions shape objective behaviours. Research shows that parasocial trust
strongly predicts purchase or booking intention (Sokolova & Kefi, 2020).

Micro-influencers, in particular, hold power because:
« their audience is niche,

o their engagement is higher,
o their content feels personal.
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Brands increasingly collaborate with micro-influencers to promote:

boutique hotels,

hidden restaurants,

niche cultural activities,
eco-tourism spots,

 local guides and homestays.

4.5 User-Generated Content Reduces Perceived Travel Risk

Travel planning involves perceived risks such as safety, food quality, accommodation reliability,
and transport challenges. User-generated content lowers these risks by showing:

realistic room tours,
street-level walking videos,
local food tastings,

cost transparency,

honest lists of pros and cons,
“what I wish I knew” tips.

TikTok users frequently search:

o “Is worth it?”
e “How safe is 7’
e “Solo travel in .

2

Instagram’s Stories and Highlights also help travellers evaluate destinations realistically. UGC
offers “tourist-to-tourist” advice, which feels more trustworthy than polished advertisements.

4.6 Social Comparison and FOMO Drive Travel Motivation

According to Social Comparison Theory, individuals constantly evaluate themselves against
others. Instagram and TikTok amplify this by presenting:

ideal lifestyles,
perfect vacations,
luxury stays,
adventurous activities,
o fashion and aesthetics.

Users often internalize messages like:

o “Everyone my age is travelling.”
e “Ineed to go to Europe to fit in.”
e “My feed looks boring compared to others.’

b
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This pressure—FOMO (Fear of Missing Out)—drives rapid travel decisions. Many travellers
book trips primarily to “join the trend,” especially during viral seasons like:

#EuroSummer
#CherryBlossomJapan
#DubaiDiaries
#BaliSwing

Tourism becomes not only a leisure activity but a self-branding tool.

4.7 Short-Form Videos Simplify Travel Knowledge

TikTok videos often compress large amounts of information into short clips:

3-day itineraries in 30 seconds
safety warnings

cost comparisons

packing lists

transportation guides

cultural do’s and don’ts

This efficiency makes learning feel effortless. It also encourages younger audiences to travel
independently without formal research.

However, oversimplification does create risks:

incomplete information

cultural misunderstanding

misinformation

unrealistic time expectations

unsafe shortcuts (e.g., restricted hiking paths)

4.8 Social Media Creates Expectation vs. Reality Gaps

Instagram’s edits and TikTok’s dramatic transitions often depict destinations as more beautiful,
peaceful, or luxurious than reality. This results in disappointment when tourists encounter:

crowds,

long queues,

bad weather,
construction sites,
high prices,
traffic congestion.

13




Henderson (2021) highlights this “visual inflation” as a key cause of negative tourist reviews.
Many travellers now expect:

e perfect sunsets,
e empty beaches,
o flawless décor,
e cinematic experiences.

The mismatch between digital fantasy and real conditions creates dissatisfaction.

4.9 Over-Tourism and Environmental Impact

When destinations go viral, crowds often exceed local capacity. Examples include:

o Hallstatt (Austria): overrun due to Instagram’s fairy-tale aesthetic.
e Maya Bay (Thailand): ecological collapse from viral exposure.
o Bali waterfalls: erosion and litter due to increased traffic.

e Iceland canyons: closed after Justin Bieber’s video and subsequent social media frenzy.

e Japan’s Mount Fuji viewpoints: overcrowded with TikTok-led tourism.

The rapid speed of viral fame means destinations cannot prepare infrastructure in time, leading to

ecological and social strain.

4.10 Tourism Boards Adapt Communication for Social
Media Logic

Destinations and tourism boards now:

e create TikTok accounts,

e collaborate with micro-influencers,

e design “photo spots,”

e run Reels-based campaigns,

e use short-form editing styles,

o target niche travel segments (solo female travel, vegan travel, eco-travel),
e promote lesser-known areas to reduce over-tourism,

e encourage off-season travel.

Tourism marketing is no longer about brochures or websites—it is about mastering visual
storytelling and understanding algorithmic trends.

5. Discussion

This section connects the findings to broader academic theories, offering deeper interpretation.
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5.1 Social Media Rewrites the Travel Decision Journey

Gretzel et al. (2015) argue that social media collapses the linear model of travel planning.
Instagram and TikTok prove this by blending stages:

o ATikTok budget breakdown = inspiration + planning.
e An Instagram reel = dreaming + evaluating.

e Astory highlight guide = planning + booking.

e ATIikTok vlog = post-sharing + future inspiration.

This fluid model transforms tourism into a dynamic, ongoing process.

5.2 Visual Emotion Overrides Rational Evaluation

The Elaboration Likelihood Model states that peripheral cues—beauty, music, emotional
expression—shape attitudes when users process content quickly. Instagram and TikTok rely
heavily on these cues. Most users do not rationally analyse destinations; instead, they react
emotionally to:

e SCenic views,
e music trends,

e influencer charisma,
o aesthetic edits.

Emotional resonance becomes stronger than logical planning.

5.3 Travel as Identity: The Rise of Self-Branding

Travel now communicates identity, lifestyle, and social position. Social media transforms the
traveller into:

o astoryteller,
e aperformer,
o a lifestyle curator.

Posting from iconic spots becomes a badge of cultural capital. This aligns with Goffman’s
(1959) concept of “presentation of self.” Destinations become tools of personal branding.

5.4 Influencers as Modern Travel Authorities

Influencers act as hybrid figures:

o parttravel agents,
e part entertainers,

15




e part educators,
e part companions.

Their authority comes from parasocial intimacy. Followers feel like they know them personally.
This trust amplifies their recommendations far more than traditional advertising.

5.5 Algorithmic Tourism: TikTok as Behavioural Architect

TikTok’s algorithm pushes content even when users are passive. This transforms the platform
from a mirror of preference to a shaper of preference.

The algorithm influences:

where users want to go,

how urgently they feel like going,

what they consider “beautiful,”

what they perceive as “normal” for their age group.

This raises ethical concerns about how tourism demand is artificially created.

5.6 Ethical and Sustainability Concerns

The dark side of social-media-driven tourism includes:

environmental damage,

community displacement,

unsafe travel hacks,

irresponsible behaviour in sacred spaces,
cultural exploitation,

mental health stress from comparison.

Responsible communication is necessary to counter these issues.

5.7 Short-Form Content as a New Form of Travel Education

Short-form videos condense vast amounts of information into brief, engaging segments. TikTok
creators summarise:

full itineraries,

public transport routes,
safety tips for solo travellers,
money-saving hacks,

local etiquette,

food recommendations,

e cultural expectations.

16




This style of learning merges entertainment with education—a trend scholars term
“infotainment.” Younger travellers, especially Gen Z, prefer learning through content that is:

e visual,

o emotionally engaging,

« tailored to their interests,

o fast-paced,

e accessible through mobile devices.

This new form of travel education lowers the barriers for first-time travellers and encourages
independence. However, it also risks:

e Inaccurate summaries,

e misleading shortcuts,

e unsafe advice,

« disregard for cultural sensitivity.

Despite this, short-form video remains a powerful tool in shaping tourist behaviour and
knowledge.

5.8 Idealisation, Filters, and the Reality Gap

Instagram’s filters and TikTok’s editing techniques create hyper-idealised travel imagery. Even
when creators do not intentionally mislead, their content shapes unrealistic expectations:

o beaches appear empty despite crowds,

e sunsets appear more vibrant than in reality,

e mountains appear closer or more dramatic,

o cafés appear calm despite long queues,

o hotel rooms appear more luxurious through wide-angle lenses.

This visual inflation contributes to dissatisfaction when tourists confront unedited reality.
Henderson (2021) notes that expectation gaps are now one of the leading causes of negative
reviews in popular tourist destinations.
The reality gap affects:

e destination loyalty,

 tourist satisfaction,

o word-of-mouth credibility,

o mental well-being (due to comparison pressure).

Tourism boards and influencers must take responsibility for portraying destinations honestly.
5.9 Over-tourism as a Direct Consequence of Virality

17




When destinations go viral, tourism flows increase rapidly. The sudden influx overwhelms:
infrastructure, natural environments, local communities.

Examples include:

Maya Bay, Thailand

Closed due to coral reef destruction after excessive tourist traffic triggered by social media.

Hallstatt, Austria

Became overcrowded after Instagram popularised its lakeside aesthetic.

Kyoto’s Gion District

Overrun with tourists seeking “geisha sightings” inspired by viral TikTok videos.

Bali’s Waterfalls
Soaring traffic from drone videos caused erosion and water pollution.

Social media accelerates the speed of fame far beyond traditional marketing, creating what
scholars describe as viral over-tourism. Local governments must now monitor social media
trends to anticipate visitor surges.

5.10 Tourism Boards Must Adapt to Social Media Logic

Destinations globally are shifting their marketing strategies to suit Instagram and TikTok. Key
adaptation patterns include:

« Partnering with micro-influencers rather than only celebrities.

o Creating storytelling campaigns rather than static advertisements.

« Designing aesthetic locations specifically for photos and videos.

e Launching TikTok travel challenges, such as “48 hours in XYZ city.”
e Training local businesses to use short-form video marketing.

e Promoting sustainable travel behaviours through relatable content.

Some tourism boards now even monitor “viral potential” before approving new cultural events or
infrastructure, recognising that certain designs (colourful murals, observation decks, geometric
sculptures) can attract social media photographers.

This represents a significant shift: tourism promotion is no longer led by brochures or official
websites but by algorithm-friendly, creator-driven visual storytelling.

5.11 Travel as a Social Performance

18




Travel has increasingly become a performative act. Many travellers admit that:

« they choose destinations based on photo opportunities,

o they select outfits to match aesthetics,

o they revisit locations multiple times to capture content,

e they choose cafés because they “look good on the feed,”

« they spend more time creating content than enjoying the moment.

This behaviour aligns with Goffman’s (1959) theory of self-presentation. Travellers curate their
digital identity through carefully selected visuals. Instagram, especially, encourages:

e perfect compositions,

e colour themes,

e coordinated travel companions,
o aesthetically pleasing meals.

TikTok encourages more spontaneous performance but still relies heavily on self-expression.
Over time, travel becomes less about personal experience and more about how the experience
appears online.

5.12 Cultural Impact and Representation Issues

Social media’s global reach means that local cultures are often simplified into aesthetic objects.
This may lead tourists to:

e romanticise poverty as “authentic,”

« overlook local needs,

o treat sacred spaces as photo zones,

« commercialise cultural artefacts,

e impose external beauty standards on local traditions.

Munar & Jacobsen (2014) note that while UGC democratizes storytelling, it can also create
representational biases. For example:

e Certain regions become “exoticised” for their “raw” aesthetic.
« Indigenous communities may feel objectified or misrepresented.
e Cultural rituals may be photographed without understanding their meaning.

Creators with large followings must take responsibility in ensuring respectful representation.

6. Conclusion
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This assignment explored the profound ways Instagram and TikTok shape modern tourism
decisions. Both platforms influence every stage of the tourist journey—from passive inspiration
to destination choice, planning, booking, experiencing, and sharing. Their power lies in visual
persuasion, emotional impact, algorithmic targeting, influencer credibility, and peer-driven social
comparison.

Key findings indicate that: Instagram constructs aspirational, aesthetic-driven tourism culture,
TikTok drives fast-paced, emotionally engaging, trend-based travel behavior, Influencers act as
trusted intermediaries in the tourism decision process, User-generated content reduces
uncertainty and shapes expectations, Algorithms actively shape tourist preferences rather than
merely reflecting them, Social comparison and FOMO create psychological pressure to travel,
Over-tourism and environmental harm result from viral tourism trends, Tourism boards must
adapt their communication to social media logic, Responsible content creation is essential to
sustainable tourism development.

While social media provides valuable information and encourages exploration, it also creates
risks such as unrealistic expectations, cultural misrepresentation, and ecological damage.
Therefore, a balanced approach is crucial—one that embraces the benefits of visual storytelling
while promoting sustainability, authenticity, and respect for local communities.

Looking ahead, the relationship between tourism and social media will deepen further. Emerging
technologies such as Al-generated travel recommendations, augmented reality travel previews,
and immersive VR-based destination simulations will continue to reshape tourism behaviours.
Understanding these dynamics is essential for tourism professionals, students, policymakers, and
travellers alike.
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