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Abstract
This paper examines how social media and influencer marketing have transformed the hotel and hospitality industry. With digital platforms now driving most travel decisions, hotels must stand out through visually engaging content and emotional appeal. Influencers, often viewed as more relatable and trustworthy than traditional advertisements, have become central to this shift. However, while influencer marketing can boost visibility and bookings, it also carries the risk of creating unrealistic expectations that can damage a hotel’s reputation. Drawing on academic research and industry examples, this paper explores both the opportunities and challenges of influencer marketing, emphasising the importance of authenticity, transparency, and thoughtful partnerships. Ultimately, it argues that hotels must strike a balance between creativity and integrity to ensure their digital presence reflects the true guest experience.














Introduction
The rise of digital communication has transformed the way the hospitality industry operates. In the past, hotels relied on printed brochures, travel agents and word of mouth whereas today guests find, compare and judge hotels mainly through digital platforms (Karagiannis, 2024). Hudson and Thal (2013) identify social media as a central tool in the modern consumer decision process, enabling hotels to market themselves interactively and build relationships with guests. Guests no longer just book a room instead choosing an experience based on what they have already seen online (Leung et al., 2013).
A major part of this shift has been the growth of influencer marketing, where influencers act as trusted voices for many consumers (Casaló et al., 2018). Their recommendations often feel personal and authentic, giving them a level of credibility that traditional advertising cannot match (Freberg et al., 2011). However, this influence also raises ethical and practical questions. Audrezet et al. (2020) observe that influencers often curate idealised, edited portrayals of experiences to maintain authenticity and engagement. In the hotel sector, this behaviour can lead to unrealistic guest expectations that hotels later struggle to meet.
This paper examines whether the overall impact of social media and influencer marketing has been beneficial or harmful to the hotel and hospitality industry. It uses respected academic sources together with industry evidence to explore how online communication shapes public perception, reputation and performance.
Literature Review
Social media now plays a role in almost every stage of how people plan and experience travel. According to Batabyal and Das (2019), technology has transformed how guests plan and experience trips, with social media now integrated into every stage of the customer journey. Cooper and Hall (2019) note that travellers now make decisions by observing what others share online, viewing destinations through influencers, friends, and family on platforms like Instagram and TikTok rather than through traditional adverts. They explain that this shift has intensified competition, with hotels now vying for attention through visual appeal and emotional engagement. Ford and Sturman (2020) suggest that hospitality is increasingly shaped by an experience culture in which the way a hotel is perceived or discussed can be as influential as the service it provides.
Researchers also highlight that customers trust social media content far more than traditional advertising. Xiang and Gretzel (2010) found that social media has become a major source of travel information, as travellers increasingly rely on peer-generated content that they perceive as more authentic and trustworthy. Tajvidi et al. (2018) similarly show that people believe online recommendations from other travellers more than company adverts. This trust explains why influencer marketing has become so powerful. Freberg et al. (2011) found that audiences view influencers as relatable and genuine, while Casaló et al. (2018) demonstrated that influencer recommendations can strongly shape purchasing decisions.
However, influencers do not all shape consumer behaviour in the same way. Trivedi et al. (2022) distinguishes between expert influencers, who present themselves as knowledgeable and credible, and lifestyle influencers, who rely on popularity and emotional appeal. In controlled tests using hotel and destination marketing content, lifestyle influencers generated stronger emotional attachment and booking intention while expert influencers were associated more with greater credibility. Costa and Costa (2022) add that expert influencers help hospitality brands build long-term trust by connecting products to values such as ethics and sustainability. In contrast, lifestyle influencers often focus on visual appeal and emotion over expertise. Cooper and Hall (2019) describe this as tourism being “consumed through images,” where travellers are drawn to appearance before service quality. Ki et al. (2020) found that followers form emotional attachments to social-media influencers based on inspiration and similarity, engaging with them for personal connection rather than expert knowledge.
While influencer marketing can generate immediate interest and bookings, research also highlights potential long-term risks for hotels. Visually appealing and emotionally engaging content can strongly influence consumers’ purchase intentions (Casaló et al., 2018; Ki et al., 2020), yet such content is often carefully curated to present an idealised version of reality. De Veirman et al. (2017) found that influencer marketing on platforms such as Instagram promotes aspirational lifestyles that create unrealistic brand perceptions. When applied to hospitality, this can create an expectation gap between online imagery and real life experiences. Ford and Sturman (2020) note that when marketing overpromises or exaggerates quality, guests who feel disappointed are more likely to express dissatisfaction through complaints or negative reviews, ultimately harming brand reputation. Therefore, hotels must balance the appeal of visually driven promotion with authenticity and transparency to sustain trust amongst their customers.
The ethical dimension of influencer marketing further complicates this balance. Tribe (2009) suggests that when the tourism and hospitality industry places too much emphasis on promoting an idealised image, it risks undermining its integrity and genuine commitment to honesty and care. Costa and Costa (2022) emphasise that integrating values such as responsibility and transparency into marketing communication strengthens brand credibility. For hotels, this means collaborating with influencers who reflect these principles rather than those focused solely on visibility metrics. Sharma et al. (2024) found that positive visual storytelling can strengthen destination image and traveller confidence, even after crises, whereas negative portrayals discourage visitations. Their findings suggest travellers’ expectations are increasingly shaped by online portrayals rather than real conditions, underlining how hotels depend on social media to rebuild trust and attract guests.
Real-world examples reflect both sides of these dynamics. The popular social-media series Follow Me To by Murad and Nataly Osmann gave global exposure to hotels through highly stylised photography, yet it also transformed into a luxury-lifestyle brand where the imagery often prioritised fantasy and spectacle over authentic travel experience (Krieger, 2018). By contrast, sustainability-focused influencers such as Vicky Smith (Earth Changers, 2024) and Simon Reeve (Reeve, 2025) encourage ethical travel practices that would align with the sustainability values highlighted by major hotel groups like Accor (2024) and Six Senses (2024). 
Overall, the literature shows that social media has transformed hospitality marketing, bringing both benefits and risks. Expert influencers build credibility, while lifestyle influencers offer wider reach but higher reputational risk. As travellers favour emotional appeal over expertise, hotels must balance visibility with authenticity.
Method
This research adopts a qualitative secondary approach analysing existing academic work, industry reports and credible media to explore how social media and influencer marketing impact the hospitality sector. This method is appropriate as the topic has already been widely examined across tourism, business and communication studies, providing a strong foundation of reliable evidence.
The study draws upon peer-reviewed journals, professional publications and recent data from the hotel and tourism industries. By linking theory with real-world examples, it identifies key patterns around authenticity, reputation, digital communication and ethics. A thematic analysis was then used to interpret these recurring ideas and connect them to contemporary managerial challenges within hotels.
The main advantage of this approach is that it offers a broad and informed view of current trends without the practical limits of field research. However, secondary data can carry bias or lack contextual depth. To address this, information was cross-checked across multiple academic and industry sources to ensure that the findings remain balanced, evidence-based and relevant to modern hospitality management.
Theme Impact Analysis
Social media has transformed how hotels communicate and how guests form perceptions. Ford and Sturman (2020) highlight that modern hospitality managers are increasingly responsible for managing both service quality and online reputation, as guest feedback and viral posts can rapidly influence a hotel’s public image. Industry data supports this. Sprout Social reports that hospitality brands with consistent and engaging social media strategies achieve stronger customer interaction and brand recognition (Schaefer, 2023). Statista data shows that a large majority of travellers use social media when planning trips, particularly at the inspiration stage, meaning a hotel’s digital presence now directly shapes how potential guests perceive its desirability (Hinton, 2024). Meliá Hotels International successfully embraced this shift by empowering staff as digital ambassadors and promoting authenticity, earning recognition among the top ten IBEX 35 companies for social media influence (Hospitality Technology, 2019).
However, greater visibility can also bring vulnerability. The impact of social media on reputation management was evident following the BBC’s documentary, The Dark Side of Thailand’s Tourism Industry. As Holt (2025) reported, the documentary drew fierce backlash, with many foreigners publicly defending Thailand and sharing positive personal experiences online. Their collective response challenged the BBC’s portrayal, revealing how digital platforms now shape destination image through user-driven narratives as much as through traditional media. Silva et al. (2023) note that social media is a double-edged tool in crisis communication. While it enables hotels and destinations to respond quickly to emerging issues, the rapid spread of unverified information can outpace official clarification and intensify reputational harm.
The dominance of visual culture further amplifies this challenge. Hotels are increasingly designed to be “Instagrammable,” incorporationg features that enhance social-media appeal (Edwards, 2018). Visual representation now plays a crucial role in shaping traveller expectations, with imagery often influencing perceptions before reviews or direct experience (Ye and Tussyadiah, 2011). Dragin-Jensen et al. (2024) found that hotels use Instagram strategically to express brand personality and stage moments by combining aesthetic design with experiential elements. They observed that influencers are integrated into these strategies to reinforce authenticity and brand alignment, though this emphasis on image can sometimes overshadow substance. Research shows that travel influencers have become micro-celebrities who co-create promotional content and can achieve higher engagement than traditional advertising when their collaborations align closely with a brand’s values. However, it also highlights that maintaining authenticity remains a persistent challenge, particularly when influencer content is commercially sponsored (Sigala and Gretzel, 2018). 
Influencer marketing intensifies both the opportunities and risks within this visual economy. Expert influencers, such as professional travel reviewers or sustainability advocates, offer credibility through detailed, experience-based insights. For example, Brian Kelly (The Points Guy, 2023) provides structured reviews of hotel programmes and loyalty schemes that guide informed consumer behaviour. In contrast, lifestyle influencers attract vast audiences through emotional storytelling and aspirational imagery. Ingrassia et al. (2022) found that lifestyle influencers such as Chiara Ferragni effectively use personal narratives to promote food and tourism brands, generating emotional engagement and peer interaction that increase destination visibility. However, De Veirman et al. (2017) found that when influencer content looks too perfect or feels mismatched with the brand, it can seem less genuine and lead people to form unrealistic expectations highlighting why hotels need to focus on prioritising genuine partnerships.
Ethical issues also remain central to the debate on influencer partnerships. Costa and Costa (2022) argue that competitiveness in hospitality now extends beyond profit to include sustainability and social responsibility. Guests increasingly expect transparency, yet concealed sponsorships remain common. The Advertising Standards Authority continues to penalise influencers for failing to disclose paid collaborations and essentially undermining public trust (ASA News, 2025). Audrezet et al. (2020) describe this as the “authenticity paradox,” where influencers must appear genuine while managing commercial relationships. In hospitality, such contradictions can damage both the influencer’s credibility and the hotel’s image. In response, hotels are pursuing more transparent and value-led collaborations. Treehouse Hotel London, for example, partnered with climate advocate Sophia Li to promote environmental awareness through an event at the hotel (Treehouse Hotels, 2023). This collaboration reinforced the brands commitment to sustainability and authenticity (Cooper, 2025) and supports Costa and Costa’s (2022) view that credibility and responsibility can help build lasting customer loyalty. 
Overall, the evidence shows that social media and influencer marketing have made the hospitality sector more dynamic but also more vulnerable. Expert influencers drive credibility and meaningful engagement, while lifestyle influencers deliver reach at the cost of reliability. As Cooper and Hall (2019) conclude, authenticity now functions as a defining competitive advantage. To succeed, hotels must combine creativity with integrity using social media not only to attract attention but to reflect genuine hospitality, responsibility and consistency between online image and guest experience.
Conclusion
Social media and influencer marketing have reshaped hospitality by changing how hotels communicate, build reputation and connect with guests. While these tools can expand visibility and engagement, they also expose hotels to reputational and ethical risks when online representations fail to match reality. The literature shows that long-term success depends on authenticity, transparency and consistency between digital image and guest experience. Expert influencers can help enhance credibility, while lifestyle influencers drive reach but distort expectations. Hotels must therefore balance creativity with integrity, ensuring that every digital message reflects genuine hospitality and reinforces trust in an increasingly image-driven marketplace.
Recommendations
Hotels should partner with influencers who align with their brand values and target audience and should focus on influencers who share their commitment to environmental practices or local community support. To implement this, hotels should develop clear criteria for selecting influencers, ensuring they reflect the hotel’s values and audience needs. Hotels can also require influencers to disclose paid partnerships to maintain transparency, which will help avoid accusations of misleading marketing.
Visual aesthetics are crucial for attracting attention, but they must align with authentic guest experiences. Hotels should move away from creating unrealistic imagery and instead promote content that showcases the true guest experience, including the people behind the service, the culture, and the community. Rather than solely relying on highly curated, idealised imagery, hotels can create more diverse content that speaks to authenticity, even sharing challenges or unique features of the hotel.
Social media can either help manage or exacerbate reputational crises so hotels must have an established framework for quickly responding to online complaints, misinformation, or unexpected events. Proactive communication with guests during crises can prevent a narrative from spiralling out of control. To implement this, hotels should develop a dedicated crisis communication team trained in managing digital media, which includes monitoring online discussions in real time. Hotels should also create pre-approved messaging templates for swift responses during a crisis, allowing them to react quickly and transparently without overexposing the situation.
Encouraging guests to share their own experiences via social media can amplify word-of-mouth marketing and provide real-time, relatable endorsements of the hotel’s services. User-generated content can build a community around the brand, gain trust, and sustain engagement. Hotels can offer incentives such as discounts, loyalty points, or special perks for guests who share photos or reviews on social media. By engaging with these posts and promoting user-generated content on the hotel's official channels, hotels can extend their online presence and cultivate stronger connections with their guests.
Consistent and engaging social media activity is important and ongoing interaction with the audience will strengthen brand recognition. Social media should be treated as a dynamic part of the hotel’s marketing strategy, evolving as trends change. Hotels should establish metrics and KPIs (key performance indicators) to measure the success of their social media campaigns, such as engagement rates, click-through rates, and follower growth. Regularly analysing these metrics and adjusting content strategy accordingly will ensure that the hotel remains relevant and continues to build a positive digital reputation.
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