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Abstract: The proliferation of social media platforms has fundamentally transformed the way
travellers search for information, evaluate destinations, and ultimately make travel decisions. This
article examines the multifaceted impact of social media on travel decision-making processes, drawing
on established theoretical frameworks including the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), the
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), and Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT). Through a
systematic review of peer-reviewed literature and industry research, the study identifies four primary
mechanisms through which social media influences travel choices: user-generated content, electronic
word-of-mouth (eWOM), social media influencers, and visual content sharing. The findings indicate
that travellers increasingly rely on social media over traditional information sources, with trust in peer-
generated content emerging as a critical determinant of destination choice. The article concludes with
strategic recommendations for destination marketers, tourism businesses, and policymakers seeking to
leverage social media effectively and responsibly within the contemporary travel landscape.
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION
The global tourism industry has undergone a profound digital transformation over the past two

decades, driven in large part by the rapid adoption of social media platforms. Sites such as Instagram,
Facebook, YouTube, TripAdvisor, and Pinterest have evolved from mere communication tools into
powerful information ecosystems that shape the perceptions, preferences, and choices of millions of
travellers worldwide. In this environment, the traveller is no longer a passive recipient of destination
marketing, they are an active producer, curator, and disseminator of travel-related content.

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as a group of Internet-based applications that
build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, enabling the creation and exchange
of user-generated content. This conceptualization captures the interactive, participatory nature of
platforms that have become central to modern travel planning. Unlike traditional advertising, which
flows unidirectionally from brand to consumer, social media enables horizontal communication
between peers, a dynamic that research has shown to be particularly influential in tourism, where
products are intangible and cannot be fully evaluated prior to consumption (Litvin, Goldsmith & Pan,
2008).

The significance of social media in travel decision-making is difficult to overstate. Industry
surveys consistently report that the majority of leisure travellers consult social media before booking,
and that user-generated reviews, photos, and videos frequently outrank official destination marketing
materials in terms of perceived trustworthiness and influence. Against this backdrop, understanding
precisely how social media affects travel decisions and what mechanisms drive this influence is a
matter of strategic importance for destinations, tourism businesses, and policymakers alike.

This article addresses these questions through a comprehensive review of academic literature
and industry evidence. The following sections present a structured literature review, outline the



Vol 12.No 6. June 2026Page 2634

methodological approach, synthesize key findings, and propose actionable recommendations for
stakeholders seeking to navigate the social media landscape effectively.

CHAPTER II. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Social media in the tourism context
The academic study of social media in tourism has grown substantially since the mid-2000s.

Xiang and Gretzel (2010) were among the first to systematically document the expanding presence of
social media in online travel information search, demonstrating that social media content occupied a
significant portion of search engine results for travel-related queries. Their work established the
foundational insight that travellers were actively turning to peer-generated content as a primary
information source, shifting authority away from institutional tourism marketing channels.

Subsequent research has elaborated on the specific mechanisms through which social media
influences tourism behaviour. Chung and Koo (2015) identified trust as the central mediating variable
between social media exposure and travel decision outcomes, finding that travellers’ confidence in the
authenticity of user-generated content drives both information-seeking behaviour and final destination
choices. Similarly, Filieri and McLeay (2014) applied the Elaboration Likelihood Model to explain
how travellers process online review information, distinguishing between central route processing,
involving careful evaluation of content quality and peripheral route processing, relying on heuristics
such as reviewer reputation and platform credibility.

2.2 User-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth
User-generated content (UGC) and electronic word-of-mouth represent the most extensively

studied dimensions of social media's influence on travel behaviour. Litvin, Goldsmith, and Pan (2008)
established the conceptual groundwork for understanding eWOM in hospitality and tourism, arguing
that the intangible nature of tourism products makes interpersonal influence and peer
recommendations especially consequential. When purchasing decisions cannot be reversed before
consumption, travellers face heightened uncertainty and therefore place greater weight on the
experiences of others.

Research by Narangajavana et al. (2019) confirmed that UGC significantly shapes destination
image — the mental representation that potential visitors form of a place prior to visiting. Positive,
visually rich UGC has been shown to elevate destination attractiveness, while negative reviews can
substantially deter visitation even when official marketing is favourable. Wang et al. (2022) further
demonstrated that UGC indirectly affects tourist loyalty by influencing destination image and
satisfaction, with emotional content exerting a stronger effect than purely factual information.

2.3 Social media influencers and visual content
The emergence of social media influencers, individuals who have cultivated large, engaged

followings on platforms such as Instagram and YouTube - represents a significant development in the
social media–tourism relationship. Unlike traditional celebrity endorsements, influencer marketing
operates through perceived authenticity and para social relationships: followers feel a personal
connection to influencers and treat their recommendations as trusted peer advice rather than paid
advertising (Villace-Molinero et al., 2023).

Visual content sharing, particularly through Instagram, has introduced a new aesthetic dimension
to destination selection. The phenomenon of travellers choosing destinations specifically because they
have seen visually compelling representations on social media, a behaviour sometimes described as
“Instagrammability” — reflects the profound influence of image-based platforms on travel aspiration
formation. This trend has practical consequences for destination management, as lesser-known sites
can achieve sudden viral visibility while iconic attractions risk overcrowding driven by social media
exposure.
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2.4 Theoretical Frameworks
Several theoretical frameworks have been applied to explain social media’s influence on travel

decisions. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) explains the conditions under which travellers
adopt social media as an information source, emphasizing perceived usefulness and ease of use as key
determinants. The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) situates social media within a broader model
of intentional action, framing social influence, including the norms communicated through one’s
social network as a driver of travel intentions. Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) focuses on the
motivations that lead travellers to consume travel-related social media content, identifying information
seeking, social interaction, entertainment, and identity expression as primary gratifications sought
(Silaban et al., 2022; Gamage et al., 2022).

CHAPTER III. METHODOLOGY
This article adopts a systematic qualitative review methodology, synthesizing findings from

peer-reviewed academic literature, conference proceedings, and authoritative industry reports. The
review was conducted across multiple academic databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, Google
Scholar, using search terms including “social media and travel decision making”, “user-generated
content in tourism”, “Instagram and destination choice”, and “social media influencers tourism”.

Inclusion criteria required that sources be published in English, focus explicitly on the
relationship between social media and travel or tourism behaviour, and be published in peer-reviewed
journals or by recognized academic publishers. Sources published between 2008 and 2024 were
prioritized to ensure relevance to the contemporary social media landscape, though foundational works
from earlier periods were included where they provide essential theoretical grounding.

The review follows a thematic synthesis approach, organizing findings around the four principal
mechanisms identified in the literature: user-generated content, electronic word-of-mouth, influencer
marketing, and visual content sharing. This structure allows for a coherent analysis of both the breadth
and depth of social media's influence across different stages of the travel decision-making process
from initial inspiration through information search, evaluation, booking, and post-trip reflection.

Industry data from sources including the United Nations World Tourism Organization
(UNWTO), Statista, and leading travel industry reports were incorporated to contextualize academic
findings within the current market environment. Where quantitative data are cited,

CHAPTER IV. RESULTS
4.1 Social media as the dominant information source
The review findings confirm that social media has displaced traditional information sources like

brochures, travel agents, guidebooks, and television advertising as the primary channel through which
many travellers discover, research, and evaluate destinations. Studies consistently report that between
70% and 90% of leisure travellers reference social media at some stage of their travel planning process,
with younger demographics (Millennials and Generation Z) showing near-universal reliance on
platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube (Statista, 2023).

Critically, the influence of social media is not uniform across all stages of the travel decision
process. The literature identifies social media as most influential during the inspiration phase, when
travellers are forming initial destination preferences and the pre-booking information search phase. At
both stages, UGC and peer recommendations are rated as more credible and useful than official
destination marketing materials, a finding with significant implications for how tourism organizations
allocate marketing budgets and craft communication strategies.

4.2 Trust, authenticity, and information quality
Trust emerges consistently as the central mediating variable between social media exposure and

travel decision outcomes. Travelers who perceive social media content as authentic, reflecting genuine
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experiences rather than commercial interests are significantly more likely to be influenced by it in
their destination choices. Conversely, content perceived as sponsored or inauthentic is substantially
discounted, even when it originates from accounts with large followings (Chung & Koo, 2015).

Information quality dimensions, including accuracy, recency, completeness, and relevance also
moderate social media's influence on travel decisions. Frontiers in Psychology research (2022)
confirmed that high-quality social media travel information positively affects destination travel
intention through the mediating effects of self-congruity and trust, while low-quality or contradictory
information increases perceived risk and may deter travel. These findings underscore the importance
of not just the quantity but the quality of social media content available about a destination.

4.3 The role of visual content and influencers
Visual content like photographs and videos shared on Instagram, Pinterest, and YouTube has a

disproportionate influence on destination image formation and travel inspiration. The aspirational,
curated nature of platform aesthetics creates powerful impressions of destinations that potential
travellers internalise as travel goals. Destinations featured in viral visual content often experience
measurable increases in search traffic and, subsequently, visitor arrivals, demonstrating a direct link
between social media visual exposure and travel behaviour (Narangajavana et al., 2019).

Influencer marketing in tourism operates through distinct mechanisms compared to UGC from
ordinary users. While UGC from peers is valued primarily for its perceived authenticity and relevance,
influencer content is valued for its aspirational quality, production value, and the para social trust
relationship between influencer and follower. Research indicates that micro-influencers, those with
followings in the range of 10,000 to 100,000, often achieve higher engagement rates and conversion
intent than mega-influencers, suggesting that niche, contextually relevant influence may be more
effective than broad reach in the travel sector (Villace-Molinero et al., 2023).

4.4 Negative dimensions and risks
The review also identifies several negative dimensions of social media’s influence on travel

behaviour. Misinformation including outdated photographs, exaggerated reviews, and manipulated
images, can create unrealistic expectations that lead to tourist dissatisfaction upon arrival. Over
tourism at photogenic destinations driven by social media virality poses environmental and social
sustainability challenges for communities and heritage sites. Additionally, the psychological
phenomenon of fear of missing out, amplified by the constant stream of travel content on social media
feeds, contributes to impulsive booking decisions that may not align with travellers’ actual preferences
or resources (Villace-Molinero et al., 2023).

CHAPTER V. CONCLUSION
This article has demonstrated that social media exercises a profound and multidimensional

influence on travel decision-making across all stages of the travel journey, from initial inspiration and
destination discovery through information search, booking, on-trip engagement, and post-trip content
sharing. User-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth have emerged as the most consistently
influential mechanisms, operating primarily through the mediating construct of trust. Visual content
and influencer marketing introduce additional pathways of influence that are reshaping destination
image formation and traveller aspiration patterns.

The implications of these findings extend across the tourism ecosystem. For destination
marketing organizations, the shift in informational authority from official channels to peer networks
demands a fundamental rethinking of content strategy, budget allocation, and performance
measurement. For tourism businesses, hotels, airlines, tour operators, the management of online
reviews and social media presence has become a strategic priority comparable in importance to
product quality itself. For travellers, the abundance of social media travel information offers
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unprecedented access to peer perspectives but also exposure to misinformation, manipulation, and
psychological pressures that may distort decision-making.

Future research should continue to address the differential impact of social media across
demographic groups, cultural contexts, and travel types. As platforms evolve with the rise of short-
form video content on TikTok and AI-curated feeds on major platforms, the mechanisms of influence
described in this review will continue to shift, requiring ongoing scholarly attention and industry
adaptation.
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