
 

 

LAPPEENRANTA-LAHTI UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY LUT 
 
School of Business and Management 

Master’s Programme in International Marketing Management 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Eveliina Kantamaa 

 
COMMUNICATING DESTINATION BRANDS THROUGH SOCIAL 

MEDIA INFLUENCERS – IMPLEMENTING INFLUENCER  

MARKETING FOR DESTINATIONS 
	

	

	

	

	  

 

 

 

Examiners:  Professor Olli Kuivalainen 

  D.Sc. Heini Vanninen 



 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Author:   Eveliina Kantamaa 

Title:    Communicating destination brands through social media 

influencers - Implementing influencer marketing for destinations 

Faculty:   School of Business and Management 

Master’s Programme: International Marketing Management 

Year:    2020 

Master’s Thesis:  Lappeenranta-Lahti University of Technology LUT 
    81 pages, 9 figures, 5 tables, 1 appendix 

Examiners:   Professor Olli Kuivalainen 

    D.Sc. Heini Vanninen 

Keywords: destination marketing, destination brand, tourism, influencer 

marketing, social media 

 

Destination management organizations (DMOs) have recognized the power of social media as 

a channel to communicate their destination brands and the effectiveness of influencer marketing 

to support their marketing strategies. Prior research has examined the use of social media in 

destination marketing with the focus on consumer-generated content and analyzed how the 

DMOs communicate their destination brands on social media. This study aims to identify how 

DMOs implement influencer marketing within their marketing strategies, how collaborations 

with social media influencers support DMOs to reach their strategic objectives related to mar-

keting and branding their destinations, and how the distinctive characteristics of destination 

brands can be communicated through influencers.  

 

This study used an exploratory research design and six semi-structured interviews were con-

ducted with representatives of Nordic and Baltic DMOs. The findings indicate that the tangible 

and intangible elements identified with the destination brand can authentically be communi-

cated through social media influencers based on their personal experiences and interpretations. 

By collaborating with influencers who have an established audience in a strategically important 

target market, whose personal brands align with the destination brand and can create effective 

storytelling, the DMOs can increase the awareness and attractiveness of their destination brand, 

reach target groups which they could not reach with their own communications and enhance 

the intended positioning strategy of their destination brand. 



 

 

TIIVISTELMÄ 

 

Tekijä:   Eveliina Kantamaa 

Tutkielman nimi: Matkailukohteiden brändien viestiminen sosiaalisen median 

vaikuttajien kautta 

Tiedekunta:   Kauppatieteellinen tiedekunta 
Pääaine:   International Marketing Management 

Vuosi:    2020 

Pro Gradu-tutkielma: Lappeenrannan-Lahden teknillinen yliopisto LUT 
81 sivua, 9 kuviota, 5 taulukkoa, 1 liite 

Tarkastajat:   Professori Olli Kuivalainen 

    Tutkijatohtori Heini Vanninen 

Avainsanat: paikkamarkkinointi, paikkabrändi, matkailu,  

vaikuttajamarkkinointi, sosiaalinen media 

 

Kaupunkien markkinoinnista vastaaville matkailuorganisaatioille sosiaalinen media on keskei-

nen alusta markkinointiviestinnälle, jonka tukena useat organisaatiot hyödyntävät vaikuttaja-

markkinointia. Aikaisemmat tutkimukset ovat keskittyneet kuluttajien väliseen, matkailukoh-

teisiin liittyvään kommunikaatioon sosiaalisessa mediassa sekä analysoineet, miten matkailu-

organisaatiot viestivät kohteistaan sosiaalisessa mediassa. Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on 

kartoittaa, miten matkailuorganisaatiot toteuttavat vaikuttajamarkkinointia osana markkinoin-

tistrategioitaan, miten yhteistyöt sosiaalisen median vaikuttajien kanssa tukevat matkailuorga-

nisaatioita heidän strategisten tavoitteidensa saavuttamisessa sekä miten matkailukohteiden 

brändiviestintää voidaan toteuttaa vaikuttajien kautta.   

 

Tämä eksploratiivinen tutkimus toteutettiin haastattelemalla kuutta Pohjoismaissa ja Baltiassa 

toimivaa matkailuorganisaation edustajaa. Toteutettu tutkimus osoittaa, että vaikuttajien kautta 

matkailukohteen brändiin liitettäviä aineellisia ja aineettomia piirteitä voidaan viestiä autentti-

sesti, sillä vaikuttajat viestivät kohteista perustuen heidän omiin kokemuksiinsa ja käsityk-

siinsä. Vaikuttajayhteistöissä on tärkeää, että vaikuttajan yleisö edustaa tavoiteltua kohderyh-

mää, vaikuttajan henkilöbrändi ja kohteen brändi ovat yhdenmukaisia ja vaikuttajalla on kyky 

luoda sitouttavaa sisältöä tarinankerronnan avulla. Vaikuttajamarkkinointia hyödyntämällä voi-

daan kasvattaa matkailukohteen brändin tunnettuutta, tavoittaa strategisesti merkittäviä kohde-

ryhmiä sekä edistää matkailukohteen brändin asemointistrategiaa.  
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1. Introduction  

Influencer marketing on social media is a common strategy for product and service brands to 

reach their strategic marketing objectives and support their brand efforts. Increasingly, coun-

tries, regions, and cities are also adopting social media as part of their marketing strategies and 

collaborating with influencers in a more strategic manner. The posts on various social media 

platforms aiming to drive excitement and attract visitors can include a YouTuber trying local 

activities in a destination, blog posts with lists of recommended restaurants, Instagram pictures 

featuring iconic attractions making a destination popular, or podcast episodes telling stories of 

what can be experienced in a destination in a weekend. What makes influencers a powerful 

channel to share these types of marketing messages is their effect on the members of their online 

communities sharing similar interests (Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). 

 

For destinations, social media has recently become an essential marketing tool with a global 

reach and destination management organizations (DMOs) have realized the importance of using 

social media in the global communication strategy of their destination brands (Fernández-Cavia 

et al. 2017; Huertas & Marine-Roig 2015; Uşakli et al. 2017). As partnering with influencers 

for content production is gaining popularity in destination marketing, DMOs are recommended 

to form partnerships with influencers who share their stories online and receive feedback from 

their wide and engaged audiences (Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017; Bosio et al. 2018; Peralta 

2019).   

 

While having a fundamental role within the marketing strategies of several product and service 

brands, tourism organizations responsible for marketing and branding their destinations are in-

creasingly integrating social media influencers in their marketing activities and recognizing the 

potential of influencers to communicate their destination brands. Similarly, as product and ser-

vice brands, DMOs collaborate with influencers who generate engaging content featuring their 

brand message on their personal social media accounts. Even though social media is an essential 

channel for consumers to search and engage with tourism-related information generated by us-

ers, with or without an influencer status, and has strategic importance for destination marketers, 

prior research lack studies of influencer use in creating engaging content showcasing various 

elements of destination brands, which are more complex in nature compared to product and 
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service brands. Therefore, there is a need to advance the understanding of how influencer mar-

keting can be utilized to support the strategic branding and marketing objectives in the context 

of tourism destinations. The main research question of this study considers how DMOs inte-

grate influencer marketing as a part of their marketing strategies and implement it to create 

engaging content to communicate the unique elements of their respective destination brands. 

1.1 Background of the study 
 
Due to the intangible and immaterial characteristics of tourism products which are sold before 

consumption, social media has played a key role in travel planning for consumers for a long 

time as the shared experiences by peer travelers are considered valuable information sources in 

the decision-making process of purchasing tourism products (Amaro et al. 2016; Bilgihan et al. 

2016; Bosio et al. 2018; Lund et al. 2018; Xiang & Gretzel 2010). Different platforms allow 

travelers to access numerous written reviews, pictures, videos, and podcasts which provide in-

spiration and advice for travel related decision-making, join discussion forums, and express 

their own insights. Regarding the variety of sources to search for information of tourism desti-

nations, social media is considered as credible and authentic, and electronic word-of-mouth 

(eWOM) has proved to influence destination trust and intention to travel as well as support 

tourists to form an image of a certain destination (Abubakar & Ilkan 2016; Childers et al. 2019; 

Dickinger & Lalicic 2016). Therefore, an important share of tourism marketing includes mon-

itoring and participating in online conversations and being part of social networks where tour-

ism related eWOM is created and shared among the network participants (Benckendorff et al. 

2014, 339; Lim et al. 2012). 

 

Consisting of several stakeholders with diverse needs and various high involvement services, 

tourism destinations such as cities, regions, and countries are relatively complex entities which 

are systematically marketing themselves with methods commonly associated with marketing of 

products or services (Hankinson 2007; Kotsi et al. 2018). As for products and services, branding 

is fundamental for destinations as they strive to identify and differentiate themselves from other 

destinations (Ashton 2014; Kavaratzis & Ashworth 2008). Destinations have recognized that 

developing a positive brand image requires proactive marketing efforts and organizations such 

as DMOs are forced to re-establish their online identities with more relevant and competitive 

service offerings (Benckendorff et al. 2014, 341). Consequently, the marketing driven official 

websites of DMOs focus on communicating unique and distinctive destination images, whilst 



3 
 

 

promoting the attractions and offerings with a holistic approach, and aims to create appealing 

destination brand identities (Hankinson 2007; Huertas & Marine-Roig 2015; Költringer & 

Dickinger 2015). To communicate effectively with the target audience, DMOs can also adjust 

their focus on other supporting organizations and actors which can directly communicate their 

messages to travelers, allowing them to conveniently find more relevant information (Benck-

endorff et al. 2014, 341). 

 

The tourism sector is described as a place with a relatively visible consumption, making the 

destination brands increasingly exposed to conversations and stories shared on social media 

(Lund et al. 2018). DMOs are increasingly incorporating social media for promoting attractions 

and special events, building brand awareness, and spreading their promotional content 

(Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017; Huertas et al. 2017). Being present in different channels and 

interacting with the potential and actual customers throughout the entire customer journey is 

essential for DMOs (Bosio et al. 2018). To promote the destination, DMOs are encouraged to 

approach media, promotional and individual social media accounts which receive substantial 

attention and have the potential to share content that the target audience will engage with 

(Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017).  

 

Businesses and tourism destinations have increasingly recognized the power and potential of 

influencer marketing which uses similar tactics as word-of-mouth (WOM), contains elements 

of both paid and earned media, combines the gains of eWOM and celebrity endorsement, and 

has proven its effectiveness as a channel for brand-related eWOM. Social media influencers are 

valuable channels for brands to enhance awareness, drive their message to the target audiences 

and reach new audiences, build credibility, and generate sales and conversions. (Baker 2019; 

Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017; Childers et al. 2019; De Veirman et al. 2019; Hughes et al. 2019) 

Capitalizing natural tendencies, emotions, and desires, influencer marketing is effective be-

cause the audience tend to listen to the influencers who they trust and who are convincing sto-

rytellers (Hoos 2019). However, influencer marketing of tourism products is significantly dif-

ferent compared to other products or services. Because the buying process is relatively long, 

the fans, followers and subscribers must be reached systematically through several touch points 

over a period of weeks and months instead of posting a single picture of the featured destination 

(Travelmindset 2020). 



4 
 

 

1.2 Research objectives and questions 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to increase the knowledge of how DMOs are implementing influ-

encer marketing on social media as a destination marketing tool to communicate their destina-

tion brands and clarify the role of influencer marketing within the marketing strategies of 

DMOs. This thesis seeks to further the understanding of the approaches and practices of how 

DMOs implement influencer marketing to reach their strategic objectives regarding marketing 

and branding of destinations. The objective of this thesis is to elaborate upon the effectiveness 

of the content generated by social media influencers in identifying and communicating destina-

tion brands. Overall, this thesis is expected to make theoretical and practical contributions to 

the understanding of influencer marketing on social media within the context of cities as tour-

ism destinations from the perspective of DMOs.  

 

Based on the explained research objectives, the main research question of this thesis is:  

 
How do destination management organizations implement influencer marketing on social me-

dia to communicate their destination brands?  

 

To answer the main research question, two sub-questions were developed to identify the role 

of influencer marketing within the marketing strategies of DMOs, to increase the understanding 

of how DMOs can reach their strategic marketing objectives through collaborating with social 

media influencers, and to determine the extent to which collaborating with influencers add value 

to the marketing communications of DMOs. The second sub-question was directed to identify 

how the influencers participate in the co-creation process of the destination brands through their 

generated content and how the influencers can enhance the development and communication 

of the distinctive characteristics identified with destination brands. The sub-questions are: 

 

1. How do the collaborations with social media influencers support destination management 

organizations to reach their strategic marketing and branding objectives? 

 

2. How does the content generated by social media influencers enhance developing and com-
municating the destination brand identity? 
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1.3 Previous research 
 

A growing body of studies on place branding has been in development. Recently, the impact 

and potential of social media in branding of destinations has increasingly been discussed in 

academic literature. This section reviews the existing literature on branding of places and des-

tinations online, social media, and influencer marketing on the tourism domain. In addition, this 

section identifies areas of further research, to which this study contributes to. 

 

Academic literature on marketing and branding of destinations and places considers various 

domains including geography, urban planning, and tourism. The research in the field of busi-

ness and management prefers the term “place branding”, whereas in tourism literature, “desti-

nation branding” is more commonly used to describe the same concept. Therefore, the consid-

eration must be broadened when reviewing the previous literature. (Hanna & Rowley 2012) 

Prior research has examined branding of places from cities (de Jong et al. 2018; de Rosa et al. 

2019; Gómez et al. 2018; Kovačić et al. 2019) to rural areas (Adeyinka-Ojo et al. 2015; Pena 

et al. 2013; Catrina 2016) from different perspectives, including the residents (Merrilees et al. 

2018) and multiple stakeholders (Kavaratzis 2012; Kotsi et al. 2018; Saraniemi & Komppula 

2017; Zenker et al. 2017). Most of the previous research, however, is conducted from the 

DMOs’ and consumers’ perspectives. Destination branding has been studied with the focus on 

different brand attributes including brand personality (Souiden et al. 2017; Vinyals-Mirabent & 

Mohammadi 2018;), brand image (Mak 2017; Peralta 2019; Shankar 2019; Stylos et al. 2017), 

brand identity (Mueller & Schade 2019; Saraniemi & Komppula 2017), brand equity (Gómez 

et al. 2018), as well as the management of a destination brand (Hankinson 2007).  

 

Prior research has investigated the use of social media in marketing and branding of destinations 

mainly with the focus on the travelers and user-generated content (UGC). However, there is a 

lack of research on the utilization of social media in destination marketing from the suppliers’ 

perspective. To date, there are relatively few studies on how destinations are incorporating so-

cial media to reach their strategic marketing objectives. Furthermore, previous research has not 

comprehensively covered the extent of the use of influencer marketing by tourism organiza-

tions. However, there are existing studies of the social media practices adopted by DMOs 

(Bosio et al. 2018; Huertas et al. 2017; Uşakli et al. 2017) as well as the use of social media 

influencers as endorsers to promote travel destinations, which has been studied by Xu & Pratt 
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(2018). Table 1 summarizes the previous studies on destination marketing and branding on 

social media which are the most relevant regarding this study. 

 

Table 1. Previous studies on destination marketing and branding on social media 
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Gómez et al. (2018) consider branding as a useful tool for cities to gain competitive advantage. 

They emphasize the importance of developing an image that visitors have of cities by focusing 

on conveying the unique values such as distinctive personality attributes which distinguishes 

each destination from its competitors. Ageeva & Foroudi (2019) suggest that a place brand 

should attract talents, tourists, investors, residents, and entrepreneurs as well as create an au-

thentic lifestyle. Dastgerdi & De Luca (2019) propose that the city branding process should 

start with understanding the current image of the city and in order to strengthen the reputation 

of a city, the identity and the image of the city must be effectively combined. Hanna & Rowley 

(2012) describe place branding as a fundamental aspect of place development and management, 

also emphasizing the multi-faceted nature of the place brand management where stakeholder 

engagement and marketing communications have a central role.  

 

Campelo et al. (2014) state that understanding the cultural characteristics and the shared mean-

ings of a place which are constituted and experienced by the residents are crucial for a place 

branding strategy. Mueller & Schade (2012) consider the unified identity conception of the 

internal stakeholders of a place such as companies, residents, and associations as an essential 

aspect when marketing a place to relevant target groups, such as prospective tourists. As agreed 

by González & Lester (2018), Fernández-Cavia et al. (2018) and Saraniemi & Komppula 

(2017), developing and communicating a place identity require a high level of engagement of 

various stakeholders, and the involvement of various stakeholders with different roles is crucial 

as the destination brand identity emerges during the social interactions between them. Sara-

niemi (2011) states that strategic and proactive identity-based branding communicates brand 

promises based on destination values and produces interpretations of the promise by the market. 

The findings of Ageeva & Foroudi (2019) indicate that place identity is formed around tangible 

elements such as food, accommodation, heritage sites, architecture, transportation, town plan-

ning, and intangible elements including hospitality, information for visitors, culture, history, 

people, practices, environment, entertainment, and security. According to the same study, a 

place identity is identified as the main driver of a place brand with the outcomes including place 

image, place brand visual identity, authentic lifestyle, and entrepreneurship. 

 

According to Fazel & Rajendan (2015), social media has a salient role in creating an image or 

identity of a place because the personal and subjective opinions and perceptions brought to the 

online domain by the users influence how others view the place. Sevin (2016) states that effi-

cient incorporation of social media provides unique opportunities for creating city brands 
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through engaging audiences and monitoring conversations on social platforms. The research by 

Uşakli et al. (2017) shows that the majority of European DMOs have official accounts on the 

main social media platforms: Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram. The findings of Fer-

nández-Cavia et al. (2017) reveal that destinations have recognized the usefulness and im-

portance of social media in the global communication strategy of their destination brands. Based 

on the type of a destination, the DMOs of cities are found to be the most successful in building 

relationships and engaging travelers in conversations on social media to get to know their in-

terests, habits, and motivations as well as take the advantage of the comments and opinions 

which the travelers have shared in inspiring and attracting new visitors (Míguez & Fernández-

Cavia 2015).  

 

According to Költringer & Dickinger (2015), strong destination brand images occur when the 

DMO’s projected image is aligned with the stories created and shared by other information 

sources. However, Dickinger & Lalicic (2016) claim that consumers’ emotional perceptions of 

the brand may not be aligned with the destination identity. Kim & Lehto (2013) add, that des-

tinations may seek to address a certain brand personality through various branding strategies 

and communicated messages, of which consumers can form their individual perceptions and 

may respond differently than the author of the message intended, which leads to differences 

between the projected and perceived destination personalities. 

According to Saraniemi (2011), branding processes based on image building, including enhanc-

ing favorable images of a destination, results in interpretation of projected images by the stake-

holders. The findings of Költringer & Dickinger (2015) indicate that representations of desti-

nation brand images differ among various online sources and the UGC tend to be more diverse 

and richer compared to online media and the content generated by DMOs. Lim et al. (2012) 

agree that consumer-generated content can have a remarkable and quick contribution on the 

destination brand image and their findings also indicate that videos generated and shared by 

consumers on social media do not communicate destination brands similarly as destination mar-

keter-generated videos. The findings of Peralta (2019) support the previous research stating that 

vloggers and the content created by them and shared on Facebook influence creating a destina-

tion image in online space and are essential for branding and marketing a destination. In terms 

of video content on social media, the findings of Huertas (2018) show that real-time live videos 

and 24 hours-lasting video stories outperform the travel videos of normal users because of the 

instant reporting and allowance of the participation of other users. Thus, those live videos and 
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stories have the most significant influence in generating tourist experiences as those videos are 

perceived to communicate the authenticity of a destination and creating interesting and attrac-

tive perceptions of the featured destination (Huertas 2018).  

 

DMOs use social media to develop their destination images with content showcasing natural, 

cultural, and historical attractions as well as local cuisine and recreation facilities. Most fre-

quently, the content created and shared by DMOs is photos instead of videos, and the posts 

creating the highest level of customer engagement are Instagram and Facebook posts. (Uşakli 

et al. 2017) Based on an analysis of DMOs’ Twitter networks, Bokunewicz & Shulman (2017) 

identified media and promotional accounts including other DMOs and individuals such as au-

thors and photographers, as the most influential in promoting the marketing efforts of DMOs, 

as they receive significant attention and engage highly in sharing information. Huertas et al. 

(2017) found that DMOs often use YouTube to communicate the promotional videos of their 

respective destinations without utilizing the full potential of the interactive nature of the plat-

form as the videos tend to be mainly informative communicating the attraction factors without 

the presence of emotional values associated with the destination. In turn, Lalicic et al. (2019) 

state that if an extensive set of brand values are involved in the online communications of 

DMOs, the users only tend to respond to specific values aligned with their image and self-

congruity. 

 

Huertas & Marine-Roig (2015) state that tourism organizations often lack communication strat-

egies to communicate their associated brand values that differentiate their represented destina-

tions from others on social media.  The findings of Jabreel et al. (2018) support this by stating 

that DMOs lack clear brand communication and differentiation strategies, and they tend not to 

focus on emotional values in their brand communication on social media, whereas the residents’ 

posts consist of a more diverse set of adjectives conveying emotional values attached with the 

destination. Dickinger & Lalicic (2016) state that emphasizing the generated feelings and the 

competences to provide the visitors with unique experiences, relationships, meanings, and self-

expressions in positioning a destination can result in competitive advantage. Their findings also 

indicate that social media is a relatively appropriate environment for tourism organizations to 

gain insights about the affective attributes related to their represented destinations and the con-

sumers’ emotional attachment to the destination. Aligning with these findings, the research 

conducted by Mak (2017) reveals that travel-generated textual content tends to outperform the 

content created by tourism organizations in reflecting affective destination images, whereas 
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photographs were more effective in embodying affective destination image attributes. Accord-

ing to Huertas & Marine-Roig (2015), the most destination-specific themes and attributes gen-

erate the most user reactions and interactivity on social media as well as communication of 

emotional brand values and unique elements associated with a destination triggers reactions 

from the users. Supporting these findings, the study of Papadimitriou et al. (2018) indicate that 

emotional attachment and the evaluations related to the feel and atmosphere of a city are the 

elements that make cities perceived as desirable and unique destinations. As argued by Veasna 

et al. (2013), the critical antecedents of destination satisfaction are emotional attachment, des-

tination image, and source credibility of the specific communication context referring to the 

trustworthiness that the destination can deliver its promises. 

 

UGC has been noticed as valuable for informing decision makers, educating tourism consum-

ers, and facilitating tourism transactions (Akehurst 2009). As consumer to consumer commu-

nications online, such as travel forums and blogs, contribute to destination image and travel 

planning, destinations are suggested to include blogs as part of their marketing communications 

mix as the characteristics of bloggers and their trips influence the destination image which can 

be formed in their blog content (Wenger 2008). According to Martin & Woodside (2011), blog 

posts about travel experiences can be referred to as storytelling reports created and shared by 

visitors and often consisting of photographs with explanations. These blog posts capture what 

the authors consider meaningful to report and serve as signs for a unique and outstanding posi-

tioning of the destination in the minds of prospective visitors. Bassano et al. (2019) also em-

phasize the effect of digital storytelling on social networks such as blogs in defining the identity 

and improving the reputation of tourism services as well as communicating the experiential 

value of a place.  

Combining the advantages of eWOM and celebrity endorsement, influencer marketing is con-

sidered as remarkably credible WOM compared to advertising because of the perceived authen-

ticity of influencers (De Veirman et al. 2019). Referring to the findings of Jiménez-Castillo & 

Sánchez-Fernández (2019), when followers are influenced by influencers, they generate en-

gagement with the endorsed brands, build expectations of value, and develop purchase inten-

tions. Lim et al. (2012) state that having few celebrities or active uploaders with relatively many 

followers are critical for successful branding strategies on social media because identifying the 

popular accounts and understanding their motives, as well as encouraging them to create and 

share quality content of the destination, can contribute to creating the intended destination 
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brand. According to Stoldt et al. (2019), DMOs consider influencer marketing as a valuable 

marketing resource because of the ability of influencers to connect and build relationships with 

their audiences. Chatzigeorgiou (2017) studied the impact of influencer marketing on millenni-

als’ visit intentions to rural areas and the findings show that the size of the following, the per-

sonality, and perceived authenticity of the influencer contribute to the perceived trustworthiness 

of an influencer. Additionally, the findings of Xu & Pratt (2018) indicate that the congruence 

between social media influencers and destinations have a positive impact on the attitudes to-

wards advertisements and visit intentions. However, the selected influencers should express 

and share values as well as possess characteristics which are aligned with those of the target 

customers (Xu & Pratt 2018).  

As the conducted review of previous research reveals, the use of social media in marketing and 

branding of destinations from the perspective of consumers is a relatively well studied topic. 

Hence, to conduct this study, the perspective of DMOs was considered relevant as the existing 

literature does not provide a consensus on the extent to which destinations adopt social media 

in constructing and communicating their identities and brands. The prior research on social 

media and UGC in the tourism context has primarily focused on normal users ignoring the 

commercial accounts; on influencers who have a substantial number of followers or subscribers, 

and the required resources to create professional content, build and guide a discussion, and 

engage their audiences. The existing literature focusing on DMOs has noticed the importance 

to adopt various social media platforms as effective communication channels, but the practices 

and strategies of how influencer marketing is effectively implemented in DMOs has not been 

studied. As discussed in this section, brand values, which have a key role in differentiating 

destinations from others, are weakly present in the destination brand related communications 

by DMOs, whereas the UGC, which tend to articulate brand values and emotional attachment 

to a destination, is more clearly present. However, prior research has not covered to what extent 

influencers collaborating with DMOs contribute to differentiating destinations from others with 

their content on social media and how DMOs are implementing influencer marketing to com-

municate their brands and identities to generate the desired image among their audiences.    

Therefore, there is a research gap to understand how DMOs can incorporate influencer market-

ing within their marketing strategies and how the content created by influencers can reinforce 

the creation and communication of destination brands. This study attempts to bridge this gap 
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and examine the collaborations of DMOs and social media influencers in marketing and brand-

ing of destinations as well as increase the understanding of the role of the content created and 

shared by influencers in formulating and communicating the destination identities and brands. 

1.4 Theoretical framework 
 
This section presents the theoretical framework (Figure 1) which will be used in this study. The 

framework describes the characteristics of a destination brand and the development and com-

munication of a unique destination brand identity through social media influencers. 

 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical framework 

The formation of a destination brand identity is considered as an evolving process where the 

stakeholders from both supply and demand as well as internal and external sides are involved 

(Saraniemi 2011). The destination brand identity forms the base and provides the strategic guid-

ance for the brand communication, but it also can be shaped by the communication, allow the 

development of a positive image among the audience, the opportunity to associate and recog-

nize the users with specific emotional brand values, and the potential to generate visit intentions. 

(Fernández-Cavia et al. 2018; Huertas & Marine-Roig 2015). 
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The communication considers both tangible and intangible characteristics and cognitive and 

emotional values associated with the destination brand which stem from the brand identity. The 

interactive characteristics of social media platforms allow the influencers to communicate and 

engage their audiences in a way which is meaningful to them, create relevant content to differ-

entiate the destination from others, and create impressions in the minds of the target groups. 

The communication between the influencers and consumers reflects the two-step flow of com-

munication theory where the influencer is considered as an opinion leader delivering the mes-

sage of the original sender in his or her own online social networks (Katz 1957). 

1.5 Definitions of the key concepts 
 
In this section, the main concepts which will be used in this study will be defined.  
 
Destination management organizations (DMOs) are the leading organizations being respon-

sible for coordinating activities to ensure the competitiveness and sustainability of tourism des-

tinations. DMOs have a key role in the developing and managing tourism at a destination level 

which can vary between national, regional, and local levels as well as encompassing the various 

stakeholders in a destination to build and facilitate relationships towards a common destination 

vision. Typically, the main function of a DMO is to proceed the marketing activities to increase 

the number of visitors in a destination. (Jabreel et al. 2018; UNWTO 2019b; UNWTO 2020) 

The marketing and management functions of DMOs include destination marketing, branding 

and positioning, destination planning, strategy building, monitoring and assessment, relation-

ship formulation, and visitor management (Kaleji et al. 2017; Reinhold et al. 2019). 

 

Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) refers to online consumer-to-consumer interactions about 

brands whereas user-generated-content (UGC) is a broader term which refers to content which 

is produced and uploaded by consumers (Muntinga et al. 2011).   

 

Influencer marketing is a social media marketing method where brands employ influencers to 

market their products or services on various social media platforms. Social media influencers 

are leading online personas and content creators who have a status of expertise, a loyal social 

following who trust and engage with them regularly, and who are of marketing value to brands. 

(Baker 2019; Childers et al. 2019; Lou & Yuan 2019)  
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Places can be understood as socially constructed products created and produced by people and 

their actions as well as redefined and reinterpreted via both spoken and written language. Hence, 

the nature of a place is constantly evolving and influenced by the actions of people. (Warnaby 

& Medway 2013) The destination concept refers to a combination of tourism products, amen-

ities, and services such as accommodation, transportation, and entertainment as well as public 

goods including landscape, scenery, and atmosphere which are individually produced and con-

sumed under the same destination brand name (Buhalis 2000). In this study, places and desti-

nations are used as synonyms referring to a geographic location such as a city which can be 

marketed and managed in a systematic and strategic manner.  

 
Place brands and destination brands are used as synonyms in this study. As stated by Hanna 

and Rowley (2012), place branding has its roots in tourism and its literature. However, the 

interest towards places as brands has grown in business and management literature which pre-

fers the terms place and location whereas destination is a more commonly used term in research 

within the field of tourism. A place brand has been understood to include tourism and thus, the 

definition of place branding must be extended to consider also destination branding which is a 

related concept. (Gnoth 2002; Hanna & Rowley 2012) 

 

A visitor is a person who travels to a main destination which is located outside his or her ordi-

nary environment for less than a year and for any purpose except becoming a resident in the 

visited country or place. If the trip includes an overnight stay, a visitor is categorized as a tour-

ist.  A traveler is understood as a wider concept as the definition considers movement between 

different geographic locations for any purpose and duration of stay. (UNWTO 2019a) In this 

study, visitor, tourist, and traveler are used as synonyms.  

1.6 Delimitations 
 
Place brands and their images as well as the branded images of cities exist for several purposes, 

such as places to live or invest in, and therefore, the function of a place brand is not only to 

attract tourists but also several other profiles (Vinyals-Mirabent & Mohammadi 2018). Hence, 

it is crucial for a place brand to be malleable as its form transfers when it is directed at different 

stakeholders such as residents or tourists (de Chernatony 2010, 122). This study will focus on 

marketing and branding of cities for tourism purposes. 
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Even though DMOs can consider UGC as a valuable asset and leverage it in their online com-

munication strategies, this study will focus on the content which is created by the social media 

influencers with whom DMOs have formed collaborative relationships and therefore, the gen-

erated content is sponsored by the DMOs.  This study will address the destination brand com-

munication through the influencers from the suppliers’ perspective and will focus on how social 

media influencers can enhance the development and communication of destination brands and 

reflect the destination brand identities in their communications. Therefore, the consumers’ per-

spective has been left out of this study. 

1.7 Research Methodology 
 
Distinct phenomena which are characterized by the absence of comprehensive preliminary re-

search can be approached with exploratory research (Mills et al. 2010, 372). Due to the present 

lack of understanding of the research problem, exploratory research is considered as an ade-

quate approach to conduct this study. 

 

A qualitative multiple case study strategy is employed to examine influencer marketing in 

DMOs, where six DMOs in the Nordic and Baltic countries operating at a city level represent 

the cases. A case study is considered as an ideal strategy for international business research 

where the data is collected from cross-border and cross-cultural settings; in a multiple case 

study, the research questions will be studied in several organizations which will then be com-

pared before drawing the conclusions (Marschan-Piekkari & Welch 2004, 111; 114). In case 

studies, the focus is on a modern phenomenon within a real-life context (Yin 2003, 1). The 

uniqueness of the phenomenon is in the center of interest and the cases are considered as in-

struments to examine that certain phenomenon in its completeness (Eriksson & Kovalainen 

2008, 120; Thomas & Myers 2015, 7). The focus of this study is on the phenomenon of incor-

porating social media influencers in destination marketing and a multiple case study is consid-

ered as a justified strategy to gain a comprehensive understanding of the practices and ap-

proaches employed by DMOs of Nordic and Baltic cities. Due to the possibility of replication, 

richer information can be gained and more powerful conclusions can be drawn from multiple 

cases than from a single case (Yin 2003, 53).  

 

A qualitative research method will be adopted because this study seeks to increase the 

knowledge of incorporating influencer marketing in the context of tourism destinations and 

aims to uncover the phenomenon from the perspective of DMOs. The research questions will 
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be examined through semi-structured interviews where the topics which are relevant to the re-

search questions will be covered in a flexible manner, the interest will be on the respondent’s 

point of view, and the aim is to gain rich and detailed answers related to the research topics. 

(Bryman & Bell 2015, 480-481).   

 

As this study uses a multiple case study design, a replication logic is adopted in the selection of 

cases (Yin 2003, 47). The selection of the cases is based on the research objectives and the 

interviewees are selected with their reference to the research questions. Therefore, the inter-

viewees are representatives of the DMOs of Nordic and Baltic cities who have the expertise 

and experience with influencer marketing within their organizations. Because of the geograph-

ical distance of the informants, the interviews are conducted via video calls and by email.  

1.8 Structure of the study 
 

This thesis consists of five chapters. The introduction provides reasoning for the objectives and 

motivation for this study, discusses the central findings of the prior research, and explains the 

research objectives, questions, and the methodology. The second chapter consists of the litera-

ture review addressing the theory related to marketing and branding of destinations as well as 

utilizing social media and influencer marketing in destination marketing. The third chapter in-

troduces the research design and methodology explaining the collection and analysis of the data. 

In the fourth chapter, the findings of the empirical research will be presented and explained. 

The fifth chapter concludes the study and provides a more profound analysis of the findings 

with a reflection to the existing theory, answers to the research questions and practical implica-

tions, elaborates the limitations of this study, and provides suggestions for future research. 
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2. Literature review 

This chapter covers the literature review on destination marketing and the use of social media 

in destination marketing. The first section discusses destination marketing and branding, intro-

ducing the concepts of destination brand identity and image. The second section addresses the 

use of social media and eWOM in destination marketing. Section three concentrates on influ-

encer marketing, introduces the two-step flow of communication theory, and discusses the use 

of social media influencers in destination marketing. 

2.1 Destination marketing and branding 
 

Throughout history, places have been competing and promoting themselves to attract residents, 

customers, visitors, businesses, investors, and influencers (Anholt 2010; Baker & Cameron 

2008; Konecnik Ruzzier & de Chernatony 2013). Since the 1990s, tourism destinations have 

systematically been creating brand strategies, and instead of passively relying on the organic 

development of their images, countries, regions and cities consider a proactive approach to 

marketing as necessary (Hankinson 2007; Morgan et al. 2012, 83). Place marketing, branding, 

promotion, and development are interrelated concepts each performing a specific function. The 

functions and relationships between these concepts are explained in the framework created by 

Boisen et al. (2018) and presented in Figure 2.  

 

 

Figure 2. Place promotion, marketing, branding, and development (Boisen et al. 2018). 

Place marketing aims to both recognize and respond to the existing competition between places 

by discovering and creating uniqueness to improve the competitive position of the marketed 

place (Kavaratzis & Ashworth 2008). With the goal to get the people within the selected target 

groups to choose the product-market combinations of the place instead of those of other places, 

Place Marketing 
Managing supply and demand

Place Branding 
Reputation management

Place Development
Improving the place

Place Promotion
Communication of offerings
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place marketing is considered as demand-driven, has a customer-orientated approach, and focus 

on the needs of the defined target groups (Boisen et al. 2018; Zenker 2011). Similarly, as mar-

keting consumer goods, tourism destinations strive to convince their target groups of their ca-

pabilities to supply a combination of benefits superior to other destinations (Kaleji et al. 2017).  

 

Tourism tends to be strongly connected to commercial marketing and the term destination 

branding is often linked with place branding. The shift from destination marketing to destina-

tion branding has been recognized as the country or region is responsible for the overall place 

image whereas the private operators are in charge for marketing the specific services to the end 

customers. (Anholt 2010) However, tourism marketing does not only consider the practices to 

attract visitors to a specific destination, but also functions as a strategic mechanism to facilitate 

the objectives related to regional development (Buhalis 2000).  

 

In most countries, DMOs are responsible for the development of destination brands. The suc-

cess of a destination brand depends significantly on how the brand is led and managed by the 

respective DMO. Therefore, the main functions of DMOs include establishing an explicit brand 

vision and developing a consistent set of brand values, linking positive aspects of the place’s 

heritage to a vision of what realistically can be achieved in the future. (Hankinson 2007) DMOs 

also support and facilitate the management of the place brand and maintain the communication 

with the consumers and the whole tourism system (Morgan et al. 2012, 6). However, DMOs 

are often unable to control the marketing activities of individual actors, and therefore, their 

function is to guide and coordinate the marketing practices instead of proceeding an encom-

passing marketing strategy (Buhalis 2000). Unlike commercial brands, DMOs cannot be re-

garded as owning the place product even though they are committed with marketing and brand-

ing efforts of their respective destination (Skinner 2018). In their branding efforts, DMOs aim 

to communicate the destinations and their offerings by incorporating a holistic approach and 

emotional appeal (Költringer & Dickinger 2015). As identified by Pike and Page (2014), the 

main goal of DMOs is sustained destination competitiveness which requires resources with 

potential sources of comparative advantage and effective destination management. Destination 

competitiveness refers also to the sustainable and responsible use of local resources which se-

cures the maintenance of long-term success and the reach of reasonable returns on the utilized 

resources satisfying the involved stakeholders (Buhalis 2000). However, as claimed by Pike & 

Page (2014), it is important to notice that even though destinations compete with each other in 

the competitive global markets, DMOs do not hold a competitive position and therefore, do not 
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compete with other DMOs. Figure 3 presents the destination marketing framework created by 

Pike and Page (2014) which explains the role of DMOs in destination marketing.  

 

Figure 3. Destination marketing framework (Pike & Page 2014) 

A place brand is the sum of meanings which has been given to a geographic area by relevant 

stakeholders and it is formed by the interaction of culture, identity, and image which are present 

in the actions and practices of the place brand (González et al. 2018; Pedeliento & Kavaratzis 

2019; Sevin 2016). Even though place brands differ from product and service brands, there are 

similarities between corporate branding and place branding as both have diversified origins, 

address the needs of several stakeholder groups, are highly intangible and complex, consider 

social responsibility, hold multiple identities, and require development in the long-term; thus, 

several insights can be drawn from corporate marketing to implement place marketing 

(Kavaratzis & Ashworth 2008; Kotsi et al. 2018). As brands in general, destination brands are 

employed for two fundamental functions: identification and differentiation (Qu et al. 2011). 
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However, compared to product brands, place brands are more complex as they tend to express 

numerous offerings, experiences, facilities and services (including events), and activities com-

bined with the physical features of the place such as buildings, spaces, architecture, culture, and 

history of the local people (Morgan et al. 2012, 83).  

 

Buhalis (2000) elaborates the complex nature of destination brands with a framework of six As 

(Figure 4) presenting the core components which most destinations comprise. The main chal-

lenge in marketing of places is the fragmentation of ownership as the tourism product is created 

by various organizations of varying sizes and therefore, the marketers face various groups of 

stakeholders and target groups (Baker & Cameron 2008; Kavaratzis 2004). The most important 

stakeholders contributing to the financial success of the DMOs are the tourism attractions, ac-

commodation businesses, restaurants, museums, and businesses which comprise the destina-

tions and benefit directly from tourism the DMOs generate (Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017). 

Furthermore, the product of a place is not only co-produced by several independent public and 

private organizations and service providers but also co-consumed by different consumers for 

different interests and purposes (Gnoth 2002; Hankinson 2007; Zenker & Martin 2011).   

 
Figure 4. Core components of a destination (Buhalis 2000) 
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Place branding refers to the process of creating the brand of a given place by forming its identity 

and promoting the establishment of a positive place image (Anholt 2010). As stated by Kavarat-

zis and Hatch (2013), place branding is understood to have three main roles: to determine the 

place identity, to identify ways of how the defined place identity is pertinent to multiple audi-

ences, and to subsequently endeavor to convince these audiences. Successful and effective des-

tination branding requires the participation of a network of stakeholders, including large and 

small businesses, which contribute to the formation of a destination brand through a collective 

and organized process (Hankinson 2007). A strong and distinctive destination brand can con-

tribute to the attitudes and perceptions of consumers on the pre-purchase stage of their decision-

making process. Therefore, destination branding has an integral role influencing the behaviors 

and intentions of consumers. (Kim & Lehto 2013) For destinations, branding has become crit-

ical especially because of competition, consumer behavior, and substitutability (Baker & Cam-

eron 2008). 

 

Branding provides destination marketers an opportunity to communicate the central attributes 

associated with their respective place to their target audience (Morgan et al. 2002). Blain et al. 

(2005) define destination branding as a set of marketing activities which support the creation 

of a name, symbol, logo, or other graphic sign identifying and differentiating a destination 

which consistently express the expectations of a unique travel experience, contributing to es-

tablish the emotional connection between the visitor and the destination; and which lower the 

search costs and perceived risk of a consumer. In defining destination branding, Cai (2002) 

emphasizes selecting a consistent mix of elements such as name, term, logo, symbol, slogan, or 

a combination of these to identify and distinguish the destination through building a favorable 

image. However, the name of a destination brand is typically determined by the geographical 

name and history and therefore, it is a built-in tag which can increase or decrease the value 

similarly as a product brand can do (Cai 2002; Gómez et al. 2018; Kotsi et al. 2018).  

 

A place brand can also be understood as a network of associations in the minds of people (Sevin 

2016). As emphasized by Zenker (2011), a place brand does not refer to the physics of a place 

or the communicated expression but the perception of those expressions in the minds of the 

target groups. In addition to the identifying and distinguishing visible elements, destination 

brand differentiates itself with its special meaning and attachment perceived individually by 

consumers (Qu et al. 2011). Identifying the brand values, adapting them into an emotionally 

appealing personality, and communicating the brand message efficiently to the intended target 
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audiences are crucial in creating a strong and sustainable destination brand, as the most suc-

cessfully performing destination brands convey rich emotional meanings, have a high level of 

conversation value, and hold high expectations in the minds of potential tourists (Morgan et al. 

2002). Furthermore, the social and cultural capital, including the environment and natural fea-

tures, have a central role in conveying the values and attributes representing the attractiveness 

of a place for the destination brand (Campelo et al. 2014). Focusing on the physical properties 

and developing the relationship between an individual and a certain destination as well as iden-

tifying and emphasizing the unique values which distinguish a destination from others are con-

sidered especially important when creating branding strategies for cities, because modern cities 

tend to have similar attributes (De Noni et al. 2018).  

2.1.1 Destination brand identity 
 

Destination branding is used to communicate a unique destination identity by differentiating a 

destination from other destinations (Qu et al. 2011). As claimed by Kavaratzis and Hatch 

(2013), the formation of a place brand has its roots in a dialogue between various stakeholders 

and place identity should be viewed as a complex process of identity formation instead of a 

result of such process. Kladou et al. (2017) argue that the dominant approach understands des-

tination brands as relatively static entities and emphasizes the symbolic brand elements, such 

as logos and slogans, to communicate the brand identity of a destination whereas the identity-

based approach considers the traits and characteristics of a destination as more important. The 

dominant static view considers identity as a concept which should be defined, reformed, and 

manipulated. Therefore, the result of this identity-definition process will function as the basis 

for the communication attempts of the place brand. (Kavaratzis and Hatch 2013) Boisen et al. 

(2018) state that place branding is an identity-driven process representing an inside-out ap-

proach which aims to convey selected values and narratives of the focal place to sustain and 

develop the reputation of the place. Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013) claim that effective place 

branding has a central role in the process of identity construction as it functions as a tool to 

express the cultural characteristics associated with the place, leaves impressions on others, and 

mirrors these impressions on the identity, reflects the cultural understandings, and applies these 

reflections into the identity dialogue. Fernández-Cavia et al. (2018) stress the communicational 

aspect of branding as it emphasizes identity-related acts and management of representations, 

and claims that if an identity is viewed to have a central role in branding, then it is critical to 

acknowledge how people feel connected to places and how places change.  
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In academic literature on place and destination branding, there are various definitions for the 

formation of place and destination brand identities (Table 2). According to some authors, the 

definition of a place brand identity considers a more comprehensive set of elements, some em-

phasize the visual characteristics whereas some have included the aspect of communication in 

their definitions. As stated by Zenker (2011), the place identity is formed by the visual, verbal, 

and behavioral expressions, which are critical to measure especially, because the place identity 

contributes to the perceptions of the target groups.  

Table 2. Elements of place or destination brand identities 

 
 

As stated by Hankinson (2007), a place product is co-produced by several independent organi-

zations as well as customers in a destination. Similarly, the destination brand identity is co-

created by the interactions between stakeholders of supply and demand, and therefore, it is not 

fixed or completed but an evolving process which develops over time (Saraniemi 2011; Sara-

niemi & Komppula 2019). However, the core identity of the destination should remain con-

sistent to ensure the success of the destination branding practices in the long run.  Thus, it is 

important that the destinations regularly monitor the destination image and evaluate how the 

projected image is adopted by the visitors. (Qu et al. 2011) As the projected destination image 

stems from the destination identity, the marketing communications of the DMOs have a central 

role in influencing the perceived destination image (Mak 2017). 

A destination brand consists of tangible elements including iconic landmarks and natural at-

tractions and intangible characteristics including the general atmosphere and culture. As stated 

Author & Year The core elements of destination or place
brand identity

Pike & Page (2014) Values, Key competitors, Positioning 
statement, Key attributes, Benefits, Target 
audience

Zenker (2011) Place communication, Place physics, Place 
word-of-mouth

Konecnik Ruzzier & de Chernatony (2013) Vision, Mission, Values, Personality, 
Distinguishing preferences, Benefits

Taecharungroj (2019) Place physics, Place practices, Place 
personality
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by Qu et al. (2011), due to the complex nature of destination brands, it is necessary to generalize 

the identity, because generalizing and defining the desirable characteristics explain how the 

destination expects the brand to be perceived by the target customers.  Konecnik Ruzzier & de 

Chernatony (2013) have proposed a model for building a place identity drawn from the concepts 

from marketing, tourism, and sociological literature. The model presented in Figure 5 consists 

of six elements interacting through the functional and emotional values of a place brand to 

deliver a brand promise: mission and vision to provide the place brand the direction considering 

the trends in the macro-environment; values stemming from the place’s culture, history, and 

geography shared among the main stakeholders; personality relating to the people constituting 

and living the brand; distinguishing preferences including attractions and unique attributes 

which position the place in relation to its competitors, and benefits referring to the advantages 

which the place is perceived to offer (Konecnik Ruzzier & de Chernatony 2013). As argued by 

Huertas and Marine-Roig (2015), attraction factors refer to the interest factors whereas emo-

tional values refer to the values which represent the personalities of destinations.  

 

 

Figure 5. Destination brand identity model (Konecnik Ruzzier & de Chernatony 2013) 

2.1.2 Destination brand image 
 

After the recognition of the identity of a place, it transfers into a promise and expectations, and 

finally into an image. The place image is considered as strong when most people perceive the 
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place associations similarly and the place image is positive when the associations are perceived 

as affirmative. (Boisen et al. 2018) Establishing a strong and distinctive destination image is 

strongly related to the success of a destination as it functions as a moderator influencing con-

sumer behavior and it should be viewed as the goal of the destination branding efforts (Qu et a. 

2011). According to Kavaratzis (2004), the city’s image is the goal of city marketing as devel-

oping the brand of the city begins with the city’s image.  

 

Produced and developed over time through media and WOM, the place image influences the 

perceptions of consumers who do not have a personal experience of the place (De Noni et al. 

2018). However, the destination image does not only influence the decision-making processes 

of travelers who have not visited a certain destination but also enhances loyalty among those 

who already have visited the destination (Llodra-Riera et al. 2015). Similarly, as brand image 

provides functional and symbolic benefits to consumers, destination image encompasses the 

cognitive factors referring to an individual’s own beliefs and knowledge about the destination 

as well as emotional factors referring to the feelings of individuals about the destination (Beerli 

& Martín 2004; Kim & Lehto 2013). As argued by Mak (2017), the cognitive component is an 

antecedent of the affective one and the combination of these form an overall destination image. 

To attract visitors, destinations should aim to create a strong and favorable brand image based 

on the unique, cognitive, and affective associations (Qu et al. 2011). Llodra-Riera et al. (2015) 

claim that the success of destinations is determined by the creation of promotion strategies in-

fluenced by the understanding of the destination image.  

 

Destination brand image and brand identity are closely related to each other. The brand identity 

projected by the destination marketers forms the base for the destination image which consum-

ers individually build in their minds. Thus, the brand identity should be established and en-

hanced based on the marketers’ understanding of the brand image which the consumers hold of 

the destination. Hence, it is crucial to create a positive and distinctive brand identity as a positive 

brand image can be obtained through stressing distinctive associations which create desirable 

feelings towards the destination brand among the consumers, and therefore, distinguishes the 

destination from others with its unique image. (Qu et al. 2011) The destination image is a mul-

tidimensional concept influenced by numerous factors. According to Beerli & Martín (2004), 

the dimensions and attributes defining the perceived destination image are: natural resources, 

general infrastructure, tourist infrastructure, tourism and leisure recreation, culture, history and 
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art, political and economic factors, natural environment, social environment, and the atmos-

phere of the place. 

 

The destination brand identity forms the base for the acts of communicating a place. Simulta-

neously, the identity itself can be considered as a communication project as it gives the strategic 

direction for the communication. As well, the communication serves as an input in the process 

of designing the identity. (Fernández-Cavia et al. 2018) In the context of cities, Kavaratzis 

(2004) states that messages about the image of a city are communicated by all the components 

that the city comprises, all the events that occur in the city, and everything that is done by the 

city. The communication can be identified and classified into three levels. The primary level of 

communication relates to the tangible elements, such as landscape and infrastructure, social 

infrastructure, community development, vision of the city leaders, and culture. The secondary 

communication level considers the formal intentional communication, including various types 

of marketing practices. A strong emphasis on this communication is the content which refers to 

the communicative value of the city as there must be something that makes the promotion in-

teresting and is aligned with the reality of the city. Therefore, cities should have communicative 

competence which is both an objective and an outcome of the branding process. The tertiary 

communication level contains communication which is not in the marketers’ control, such as 

WOM. (Kavaratzis 2004) However, it should be noticed that the destination image in the minds 

of consumers does not only result from the communication and advertising campaigns of the 

destination but also the content of social media which enables the interaction and creation of 

dialogues between the users (Jabreel et al. 2018). Therefore, the secondary and tertiary com-

munication levels, as described by Kavaratzis (2004), indicate the potential for destination mar-

keters to utilize social media in their marketing communications with their own content as well 

as taking the advantage of the UGC on various platforms. As stated by Beerli & Martín (2004), 

the formation of a destination image is based on primary and secondary information sources 

and personal factors including motivation, traveling experience, and socio-demographic char-

acteristics.  

2.2 Social media in destination marketing 
 
Since its inception, social media has grown significantly with remarkable impacts on marketing 

as well as the decision-making processes of consumers (Lindsey-Mullikin & Borin 2017). So-

cial media has several advantages for destination marketing as it enables an interactive and 
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direct communication with the target audience on its various platforms. Due to social media, 

the construction of basic communication processes has changed as the audience is willing to 

respond, join and be creators of the content instead of being passive receivers of the messages 

(Andéhn 2014; Oliveira et al. 2020; Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). Social media encourages 

destination marketers to execute innovative branding projects as it enables them to create con-

tent in different creative forms such as audio and video, utilize visual elements and storytelling 

as well as allows the promotion of unique characteristics of the destination with relatively low 

costs (Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017; Sevin 2016). In the context of cities, Zhou & Wang (2014) 

state that due to its participative, interactive, and transparent nature, social media has estab-

lished an effective platform to implement branding strategies to create uniqueness and commit-

ment among the target groups as well as create and promote the overall city brand image. How-

ever, the role of DMOs in the formation process of destination images has slightly lost its im-

portance, because these days destination images are increasingly co-created with the tourists 

themselves (Garay 2019). As it is argued to be essential for the survival of various businesses 

to engage with their target audiences on social media, tourism organizations should not ignore 

the existence and development of UGC and virtual online communities (Akehurst 2009; Sevin 

2013). Therefore, it is essential for businesses as well as destinations to establish social media 

strategies aligned with their marketing strategies considering goal setting, defining the target 

groups, competitor analysis, and their actions (Bosio et al. 2018).  

 

According to Xiang & Gretzel (2010), a common approach to social media in terms of tourism 

marketing is to focus on creating positive image and WOM for destinations and tourism busi-

nesses. In turn, Bosio et al. (2018) argue that destinations should not only consider social media 

as an operational tool to promote the destination but also utilize it strategically for brand posi-

tioning and market research. Due to the advanced communication technologies and social me-

dia, suppliers and destinations are empowered and enabled for increased efficiencies, co-oper-

ation, and flexibility. However, to ensure that the future opportunities can foster innovativeness 

and competitiveness of tourism organizations, strategic and tactical management are required. 

(Lange-Faria & Elliot 2012) To gain the advantages of connecting with wide audiences and 

capture the limited attention of users, DMOs must employ sophisticated approaches to their 

social media marketing (Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017). Bosio et al. (2018) claim that DMOs 

should have a presence on different social media platforms and communicate with potential and 

current visitors throughout the entire customer journey. Oliveira et al. (2020) divide the impact 
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of social media on tourism industry into two dimensions: the search of information and recom-

mendations before the trip and sharing the experiences on social media after the trip. Social 

media is used for attracting potential visitors and providing them with relevant information 

regarding the destination in the pre-service period, whereas in the service-period, the visitors 

can take the advantage of online communications to find information about activities and events 

within the destination (Ana & Istudor 2019; Bosio et al. 2018; Jacobsen & Munar 2012). 

 

As a communication tool, place brand influences both internal and external stakeholders and 

their relation to the place and themselves (Fernández-Cavia et al. 2018). With two-way conver-

sations, social media provides possibilities for brand-co-creation as it elevates the role of con-

sumers who actively share their experiences with a certain destination through content creation 

and engagement, participating in establishing destination brands and developing destination 

brand identities and images (Lim et al. 2012; Lund et al. 2018 Sevin 2016). However, it has 

become essential for DMOs to monitor the UGC and consumer perceptions on social media 

(Lim et al. 2012).  A DMO attempts to create the brand of its respective destination with its 

promotional content on social media, while consumers post their experiences on the same des-

tination and eventually both contents will comprise the destination brand (Lim et al. 2012). The 

information flow on social media depends on the social relations between the users and as the 

place brand is anticipated to be established, negotiated and adjusted on social media channels, 

being conscious about the ideas of the target audiences is essential for contemporary online 

communications. (Sevin 2016)  

 

The information of destinations on social media produced by the DMOs contributes to the vis-

itors’ image formation of the destinations. According to Kim et al. (2017), the relevancy of 

tourism information on social media has a significant effect on cognitive and affective destina-

tion images whereas the interestingness of the posted content, which is often related to the 

emotional factors, influences the formation of an affective image. Cognitive image is also af-

fected by the completeness of the information about activities and locations within a destination 

and value-added information allows users to develop affective destination images more effec-

tively (Kim et al. 2017). Huertas & Marine-Roig (2015) state that the destination identity and 

brand, including their main components, attributes or attractions, and emotional values are nec-

essary to be present in the communication of a destination on social media. Even though social 

media allows fast-paced communication, place branding requires long-term communication 

campaigns and the creation of a brand identity is a long-term process (Sevin 2016). Destination 
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brand identity has a crucial role in destination communication on social media as it allows the 

formation of a positive image among the audience, the connection and identification of users 

who hold certain emotional brand values, and the development of visit intentions (Huertas & 

Marine-Roig 2015). However, despite the attempts of destination marketers to project their in-

tended destination image attributes online, the UGC on various social media platforms can re-

flect different realities based on the perceptions of tourists, leading to image incongruity (Mak 

2017). As argued by Költringer & Dickinger (2015), a strong destination image appears when 

the projected image is aligned with the content reported in other information sources, and de-

spite the aims of DMOs to communicate unique and distinct destination images, visitors are 

influenced by various online and offline information sources, which may not create consistent 

or genuine representations of destinations.  

 

Storytelling is a widely-used and effective technique for destination branding and it has been 

acknowledged that customers appreciate marketing activities on social media where a personal 

story of a destination is involved engaging the users in the co-creation process of destination 

brands (Bosio et al. 2018; Lund et al. 2018; Lund et al. 2019). According to Lund et al. (2019), 

stories are effective tool to express the unique characteristics of a brand influencing the values 

and perceptions and generate the agenda for conversations among the social media users. Hou 

(2019) states that it is common for brands to seek storytellers instead of personas whose name 

their brand can use. Blog posts are considered as effective communication tools to understand 

and communicate the various aspects of a tourist’s experience at a certain destination (Tsaur et 

al. 2014). By using storytelling, the blog authors include themselves into the stories of learning 

about foreign cultures and report their experiences in a personally meaningful way (Bosangit et 

al. 2015). In blogs, the authors report their personal experiences of their visited destinations 

whilst providing creative cues for destination marketers regarding a unique and meaningful 

positioning of their destination. This informs them of how their planned positioning strategy 

aligns with the images, WOM reports of the visitors, and communication of their perceived 

destination images which drive excitement among visitors. (Martin & Woodside 2011) In ad-

dition to written content, storytelling can be used in various forms including visual elements. 

Compared to traditional sources, travel narratives tend to comprise more detailed and profound 

information about the characteristics of a destination and generate WOM which influence 

travel-related decision-making (Akgün et al. 2015). Storytelling is also understood as an influ-

ential way to communicate brand values to consumers even though the story lacks emotional 

intensity (Lundqvist et al. 2012). According to Bassano et al. (2019), place-related storytelling 
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on social media enables the strategic communication of a place enhancing sustainable compet-

itive advantage and it is associated with processes for increasing the communicative value and 

identity of a place brand. With the application of storytelling in various forms, DMOs can obtain 

valuable real time information on the development of a distinctive destination identity as well 

as recognize and satisfy the needs of current and potential visitors as the stories are built on 

versatile, culturally appropriate, and memorable experiences (Gravili et al. 2017). 

 

When communicating place brands, the complexity of the place brand should be acknowledged. 

If the place brand is too complex, the brand communication can become unclear causing am-

biguous perceptions of the place identity (Zenker et al. 2017). According to Huertas & Marine-

Roig (2015), destinations should emphasize distinctive emotional, experiential, and unique val-

ues as well as themes and attributes which enhance the association of those values with their 

destination, support distinguishing them from the alternatives, and generate user engagement 

in their communications on social media.  

2.2.1 eWOM in destination marketing 
 
UGC is normally used to describe the different forms of content which are publicly available 

and created by the end-users and thus, can be considered as the sum of the ways of how social 

media is used by people (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010). On social media, eWOM can occur in 

several ways as users can unintentionally publish posts related to certain brands, products, or 

services and express their preferences to their social network by interacting with brand posts. 

This can be through the means of following, liking, and commenting the content created by 

brands or posting content about a brand without an advertising purpose themselves. (Erkan & 

Evans 2016) In terms of marketing, WOM occurring in social interactions is essential to reach 

potential customers and attract significant attention (Li et al. 2011). A substantial amount of 

informal UGC is formed quickly on social media and with the UGC, a brand can be created or 

tailored and companies are enabled to provide improved customer service and gain consumer 

insights for their product and service innovations (Lim et al. 2012). In the tourism industry, 

WOM in its various forms is especially important because of the intangible nature of the prod-

ucts and services which cannot be evaluated before consumption (Reza Jalilvand & Samiei 

2012). The content on social media including videos, stories, and pictures which contain per-

sonal opinions and travel experiences has the potential in creating and promoting destination 

images and thus, are necessary for destination branding and marketing (Peralta 2019). As stated 

by Lund et al. (2018), the stories of brands can be developed on social media and consequently 
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integrated into the communication strategies of marketers where an emotional connection be-

tween consumers and the reported personal stories and lived experiences can be created.  

 

Social media has created an area for communication allowing users to access and create content 

as well as express opinions, experiences and recommendations which has contributed to how 

individuals form images of destinations beyond the information controlled by the DMOs 

(Llodra-Riera et al. 2015). Due to the large amount of online information which is available on 

destinations, the destination marketers are provided with insights related to the brand identity 

communications and the image perceptions of tourists (Költringer & Dickinger 2015). Positive 

eWOM and WOM have an essential role in intensifying the travel intentions of consumers, 

building trust on destinations, creating favorable destination images, and reducing expenditures 

on promotional activities of destination marketers (Abubakar & Ilkan 2016; Di Pietro et al. 

2012; Reza Jalilvand & Samiei 2012; Zhou & Wang 2014). The various online sources provide 

a diverse stream of information including travelers’ blog posts, videos, and reviews which com-

municate certain characteristics of destinations and influence the impressions, feelings, and the 

perceived destination images of numerous users on online social networks (Költringer & Dick-

inger 2015; Mak 2017). According to Huertas (2018), the UGC of friends and acquaintances 

tend to have a more remarkable influence on travel-related decisions in terms of credibility than 

impersonal information or information from people who are not well-known to them. However, 

the type of traveler who is the creator of the content has an impact on the perceived authenticity 

and credibility of the information, because if the content creators are individuals who share 

similar interests with the users, better destination images will likely arouse in the users (Huertas 

2018). 

 

Consumers are motivated to engage in online communities and participate in eWOM for a va-

riety of reasons. Travelers can use social media platforms to search for information and read 

about the experiences of others, plan their trips, and choose a suitable destination by comparing 

the alternatives with the suggestions from other users (Di Pietro et al. 2012; Munar & Jacobsen 

2014; Stoldt et al. 2019). People use social media not only to find relevant information but also 

to socialize with others and for personal enjoyment (Lange-Faria & Elliot 2012; Seeler et al. 

2019). Opinions formed from connections on social media are regarded to be of remarkable 

importance by the online community members (Djafarova & Rushworth 2017). Oliveira et al. 

(2020) claim that social media users who are committed to share their travel experiences, per-

ceive sharing their travel related content as useful to reach their personally meaningful and 
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rewarding goals. Using social media helps travelers to plan their trips and how the information 

is used depends on the age, gender, culture as well as demographic and sociographic character-

istics of individuals (Lange-Faria & Elliot 2012).  

 

The communication objectives and the provided destination representations depend on the in-

formation sources which also function as agents for image formation (Kötringer & Dickinger 

2015). As stated by Llodra-Riera et al. (2015) the official sources no longer hold the monopoly 

position in publishing information for tourists about their destinations as the unofficial sources 

have a remarkable influence on the motivations of consumers to visit destinations and form 

impressions. The UGC tends to be perceived as authentic and credible by the consumers and 

different in terms of language and content compared to the content generated by destination 

marketers. As eWOM is produced through the interaction among millions of consumers, the 

process fosters the rich and reliable nature of the information and thus, eWOM is perceived as 

up-to-date, reliable, and enjoyable compared to the information provided by companies operat-

ing in the tourism industry (Abubakar & Ilkan 2016; Di Pietro et al. 2012; Tsaur et al. 2014). 

The language in UGC differs from the communication of DMOs and news media and the com-

municated experiences and opinions of travelers provide a rich and diverse source of online 

information and are perceived as authentic to other travelers (Kötringer & Dickinger 2015). As 

argued by Huertas et al. (2017), the user-generated video content tends to demonstrate a better 

communication ability and a wider spread compared to the videos generated by DMOs, because 

the videos by the users express emotional values and experiences whereas the DMO-generated 

videos typically have a more informational focus.  

2.3 Influencer marketing 
 
Influencer marketing refers to a form of marketing where brands form collaborations with social 

media influencers to feature their products or services. It has gained significant popularity as a 

marketing technique because of the continuing growth of social media in terms of usage, influ-

ence, and advertising expenditures. (Childers et al. 2019; De Veirman et al. 2019) Social media 

influencers are regarded as opinion leaders in the digital environment who can reach a substan-

tial number of potential customers, leverage their trustworthiness and authenticity for com-

municating the commercial messages of brands and enhance the engagement in various online 

communities (Hou 2019; Lin 2018; Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). According to Casaló et al. 

(2018), the opinion leadership of influencers increases the consumer’s intention to interact with 
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the social media accounts of influencers and recommend them to others, which benefit the in-

fluencers by increasing their value as opinion leaders. Influencers have a central role in the 

marketing strategies of several businesses introducing various products and services to their 

audiences in their online communities, starting and making new trends popular, and fostering 

sales and therefore, businesses are increasingly employing popular online personas as brand 

ambassadors on social media (Djafarova & Rushworth 2017; Jin et al. 2019). As stated by Uz-

unoğlu & Misci Kip (2014), it is necessary for brands to engage with influencers to generate an 

authentic and reliable presence among various online communities. Because consumers rely 

significantly on social media on their purchasing decisions, it is necessary for marketers to meet 

the consumers in the online space and partner with their selected influencers who the consumers 

decide to follow and interact with (Childers et al. 2019).  

Generally, influencer marketing is considered as a combination of old and novel marketing 

methods because it leverages the strengths of celebrity endorsement (Seeler et al. 2019). As 

stated by Childers et al. (2019), paid endorsers have been used in traditional advertising 

throughout the history, but using paid or sponsored influencer content on social media platforms 

adjacently with nonpaid postings is a relatively recent practice. However, traditional celebrities 

can become active content creators and consequently develop an influencer status in the online 

space (Lou & Yuan 2019). Celebrity endorsement has been prevalent on online platforms as 

celebrities such as film stars, artists, athletes, and TV personalities have been appealing to cer-

tain reference groups and they are known to succeed in transforming unknown products into 

popular ones with persuasion techniques and generating favorable associations through adver-

tising (Djafarova & Rushworth 2017). Furthermore, influencer marketing allows brands to con-

nect and engage with consumers through digital channels which were not previously available 

(Childers et al. 2019).  

Unlike celebrities who are popular in traditional media, social media influencers have become 

famous through the content they have created and published on their social media accounts.  

Influencers can have general expertise in some specific areas such as travel, architecture or food 

and they produce content on their channels on social media to cater to audiences who are inter-

ested in the areas which they are exposing (Lou & Yuan 2019; Stoldt et al. 2019). Dhanesh & 

Duthler (2019) define social media influencers as persons who build and maintain relationships 

with a vast number of followers through personal branding and can communicate, entertain and 

potentially influence the thoughts, behaviors and attitudes of their followers. While a sizeable 

following can be a signal of popularity as well as lead to perceptions of a high likeability, the 
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relationship between the size of following and likeability can be negative with influencers who 

follow only a few accounts themselves (De Veirman et al. 2017). 

Influencers regularly publish updates on their social media accounts where they communicate 

persuasive messages to their audiences containing both informational and entertainment value 

as well as cues of their personality which contribute to how the followers react to their posts 

whether those were sponsored or not (Lou & Yuan 2019). However, the criterion for an effec-

tive persuasive message is not only the reach of the message as the impact of the communication 

is also influenced by the likeability and credibility of the influencer and his or her value as an 

opinion leader (De Veirman et al. 2017). Referring to popular Instagram personas, Jin et al. 

(2019) state that their symbolic value is based on the personal brands which they have built 

through their created content, the brands with whom they have associated themselves and the 

events they have attended. 

Social media users tend to regard influencers as more credible and relatable compared to tradi-

tional celebrities and therefore, popular online profiles such as bloggers, YouTube, and Insta-

gram personas have become more approachable and are considered more effective than celeb-

rity endorsements to communicate marketing messages (Djafarova & Rushworth 2017; Jin et 

al. 2019). The sense of authenticity associated with the influencers is created by the influencers’ 

representations of equality, ordinariness, and relatedness (Hou 2019). According to Lou & 

Yuan (2019), trustworthiness, attractiveness, and the perceived similarity between influencers 

and their followers impact positively on the followers’ trust in the sponsored content. However, 

the findings of Sokolova & Kefi (2020) indicate that the level of influence which an influencer 

has on his or her followers depend on the level of attachment which a follower has to the influ-

encer. In terms of the authenticity of an influencer, Hou (2019) emphasizes the concept of con-

nectedness as the influencers tend to take the feedback from their audience seriously in addition 

to learning about their reception by monitoring the quantifiable data analytics and various met-

rics of their platforms. Furthermore, the influencers often have a presence on several platforms 

allowing them to be connected with their followers and subscribers continuously and in real 

time which refers to their accessible connectedness and ability to maintain a continuous en-

gagement with their audience (Hou 2019). 

Directly through the sponsored content of influencers, brands can generate eWOM about their 

products or services (Hughes et al. 2019). According to Childers et al. (2019), influencers are 

considered as brand resources who enhance credibility as they are individuals who talk about 
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brands authentically in an authentic media environment. The endorsement is likely to be per-

ceived as more credible and the produced brand effect is likely to be more positive when the 

celebrities showcase the endorsed products in a natural setting (Jin et al. 2019). According to 

Hughes et al. (2019), generally, the objectives of influencer marketing campaigns are increasing 

awareness, which does not require any direct actions from the consumers’ side, and encourages 

trials which are often linked to consumer actions and aims to encourage consumers to complete 

a purchase. As stated by Schwemmer & Ziewiecki (2018), product promotion on social media 

can be informal communication aiming to raise awareness and interest among the target groups 

and instead of direct recommendations, influencers can express a positive sentiment towards a 

product, brand or service and talk about its use with a positive tone. The reputation and online 

personas of influencers are primarily shaped by their appearance with known brands, and the 

trustworthiness of the associated brands also have a key role in constituting the perceived cred-

ibility of the endorser (Jin et al. 2019). As claimed by Dhanesh & Duthler (2019) the relation-

ships that influencers can create and develop between their own personal brands and their fol-

lowers define the characteristics of the influencers’ success. The followers tend to have positive 

associations with the influencers who they have decided to follow and therefore, by utilizing 

influencers to communicate the message of a brand, favorable impressions can be formed about 

the brand among the target audience (Childers et al. 2019). 

To measure the results of influencer collaborations and campaigns, metrics which are often 

used are impressions referring to the number of people who viewed the post and engagement 

referring to the interactions such as likes or shares of a post (Childers et al. 2019). According 

to Hughes et al. (2019), the main drivers of engagement in a blog context include the expertise 

of the blogger, objectives of the campaign, hedonic value of the post, and giveaways of the 

executed campaign. In addition to quantitative metrics which tend to be readily available, qual-

itative metrics including measuring the sentiment of the audience based on the tone of the com-

ments on the posts and indicating the attitude of the audience towards the content are also con-

sidered as relevant to measure the outcomes of influencer campaigns (Gräve 2019; Mariani et 

al. 2016). The success of influencer marketing campaigns depends on the appropriate selection 

of influencers and the characteristics of influencers have a crucial role in attracting brands to 

form collaborations with them (Bokunewicz & Shulman 2017; Lou & Yuan 2019). As stated 

by Djafarova & Rushworth (2017), it is necessary for brands to consider what type of a celebrity 

or an influencer would appeal most effectively to a certain target group. According to Lin et al. 

(2018), brands should consider the social appeal, relevance, social media activity, the size of 
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following, the alignment with the determined target market, and the benefits and feasibility of 

the influencers with whom they agree to collaborate. From the influencers’ point of view, an 

important aspect is that the promoted brand or product fits into their channels and that they 

perceive the image of the brand as favorable (Gerhards 2019). The collaborations between busi-

nesses and influencers are often described as campaigns which can vary in lengths of time, 

include various content strategies, and typically occur simultaneously across various platforms 

(Hughes et al. 2019; Stoldt et al. 2019). Brands also have different approaches to influencer 

marketing with varying degrees of brand encroachment. When the encroachment is minimal, 

the influencers are sent free products with the hopes that the products will be showcased in their 

channels whereas in the case of maximum encroachment, the influencer is offered compensa-

tion in return for the post of which content has been contractually agreed by the marketer and 

the influencer (Audrezet et al.2018). 

2.3.1 Two-step flow of communication theory 
 
The two-step flow of communication theory emphasizes interpersonal relations which function 

as communication channels and influence decision-making in at least the following ways: serv-

ing as communication networks and modulating the ways of thinking and acting of the persons 
in a network as well as functioning as a source of social support (Katz 1957). The theory un-

derlines the social networks and individuals as essential channels to disseminate information, 

for social influence, and highlights the role of opinion leaders as the main medium through 

which new information is obtained and informed (Chien et al. 2013). However, as argued by 

Choi (2015), the Internet as a source of information and place for discussion allowing the mes-

sage senders and receivers for direct communication weakens the explicit directionality of in-

formation from media to opinion leaders and then to the public. Due to the interactive nature of 

social media where the dialogues between the consumers take place, marketers face challenges 

to shape the conversation, but have the possibility to contribute to it by utilizing influencers as 

intermediaries (Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). 

Figure 6 illustrates the two-step flow of communication theory where the influencer is consid-

ered as an opinion leader delivering the message of the original sender to his or her own social 

networks (Katz 1957). According to the model, the messages are issued to a wide audience by 

the mass media in the first step whereas in the second step, the messages are interpreted, con-

textualized, filtered and disseminated by opinion leaders to the participants of their communi-

ties, which finally leads to differentiated comprehensions of the message across various social 
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boundaries (Bennett & Manheim 2006; Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). 

 

 

Figure 6. Two-step flow of communication model (Katz 1957) 

Social media influencers can be considered as opinion leaders who can mediate various brand 

messages and influence online communities. The findings of Choi (2015) support the concep-

tion that online opinion leaders have a social influence as they tend to have their messages 

spread and shared by others in online networks which also support them in having the power to 

form and inform public opinions. Opinion leadership refers to the extent to which an individual 

is perceived as a model for others and the information provided by an individual is considered 

interesting (Casaló et al. 2018). Opinion leaders are influential at certain times and are empow-

ered to be so by other members of their reference groups (Katz 1957).  

The two-step flow of communication can be applied to influencers who act as the new force in 

the model (Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). The two-step flow of communication model posits 

that while the traditional mass media still have a key role in increasing awareness, the interper-

sonal communications have a pivotal effect on convincing consumers to adapt or change their 

behavior (Llodra-Riera et al. 2015). When communicating brand messages through influencers, 

the messages are designed and implemented by the influencers, not the businesses. Even though 

the influencers are sponsored by businesses, they enjoy creative freedom and the consumers are 

expected to interpret the communicated messages and sources differently depending on how 

and where they are presented. (Hughes et al. 2019) 

As stated by Huertas et al. (2017), social media users are mediators who constantly generate 

destination images. Therefore, the most influential users in certain social networks can poten-

tially influence others in their travel-related decision making as well as in the forming of desti-

nation images for certain destinations. As the two-step flow of communication theory explains, 

with the support and endorsement of influencers, brands can gain essential influence to com-

municate their messages to a wide audience as well as reach their determined target groups 

(Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). 
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2.3.2. Social media influencers in destination marketing 
 
As stated by Pike & Page (2014), the focus of the activities of the DMOs is to create and im-

plement communication strategies which compound the destination resources with market op-

portunities. Over time, DMOs have collaborated with travel journalists to promote their repre-

sented destinations by inviting them on press trips with a pre-arranged program and providing 

them with press releases and photos of which the journalists can take advantage in producing 

and publishing content (Stoldt et al. 2019). As destination images are quite hard to modify, Xu 

& Pratt (2018) claim that using a celebrity endorser can be an effective tool to highlight the 

distinctiveness of a destination. In recent years, DMOs have increasingly been shifting their 

focus to collaborations with social media influencers who produce content which reflects their 

personal brands, individual ethics, and relationships with their followers on their channels 

(Stoldt et al. 2019). 

 

As claimed by Stoldt et al. (2019), compared to the highly-structured press trips arranged for 

journalists, influencers seek more flexibility to visit the attractions which align with the interests 

of their audiences in the destinations where they travel. Therefore, to communicate the market-

ing message of a destination, the selection of the right influencer is critical. Xu & Pratt (2018) 

claim that when identifying and selecting influencers to promote a destination, their established 

images should match with the target groups’ ideal self-images, which means that the influencers 

should possess characteristics and values which the target audience appreciate and pursue. As 

stated by Xu & Pratt (2018), the congruence between the influencers and destinations have a 

positive impact on the destination-related advertisement and visit intentions. According to 

Wenger (2008), destinations should focus especially on blogs whose authors represent the key 

target markets of the destination along with consideration to the types of messages, the message 

characteristics, and the themes shared in blogs. The content produced by the influencers is usu-

ally regarded as more authentic than journalistic content as the influencers are perceived as 

regular travelers and their content is considered as more brand-oriented as it is sponsored by 

the DMOs and designed to reinforce the personal brand of the influencer (Stoldt et al. 2019). 

As social media is a source of income for several influencers, their accounts are commercial to 

a lesser or greater extent. However, it has been argued that in terms of travel blogs, the com-

mercial focus is not always visible (van Nuenen 2016).  

	

Influencer marketing has proven to be especially powerful when the aim is to target millennials, 
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who tend to have a strong trust in the personalities, authenticity and activities of influencers and 

therefore, influencer marketing has the potential to increase the attractiveness of certain loca-

tions including rural areas (Chatzigeorgiou 2017). On social media platforms focusing on pic-

tures and videos such as Instagram, travel and tourism related content have a strong influence 

on young consumers who also consider professional travel writers as the most credible non-

UGC information source which indicates that the experiences of others whether they are spon-

sored or not are the most preferred information source (Ana & Istudor 2019).  
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3. Research design and methodology 

The purposes of this study are to advance the understanding of the implementation of influencer 

marketing within the marketing strategies of DMOS and the communication of destination 

brands through social media influencers. In this chapter, the research approach and methodol-

ogy of this study will be explained, the methods of data collection and analysis will be dis-

cussed, and the reliability and validity of the research will be elaborated.   

3.1 Qualitative multiple case study 
 
This study uses qualitative research methods. Using qualitative research methods is appropriate 

when the aim is to describe, interpret, and gain a profound and holistic understanding of the 

studied phenomena in its own context (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 4). The emphasis of qual-

itative research is on real-life situations and understanding the point of view of the participants 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010, 105). Since the purpose of this study is to advance the understanding 

of the approaches and practices of how DMOs implement influencer marketing on social media 

within their marketing strategies and how the destination brands can be communicated through 

social media influencers based on the experiences of DMO representatives, conducting the 

study with qualitative research methods was considered relevant.   

 

The key elements of this study are exploratory in nature and based on a multiple case study 

approach. Exploratory research design is considered adequate when the research problem lacks 

understanding and the prior insights of the phenomenon in question are modest (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug 2010, 56). When the focus of the study is on a contemporary phenomenon and the 

aim is to retain holistic and meaningful insights of real-life events and answer “how” and “why” 

types of questions, a case study is considered as a preferred strategy (Yin 2003, 1-2). The pur-

pose of case studies is to focus on a phenomenon in its completeness, aiming to understand the 

interconnectedness of its elements and gain a rich picture and insights about it instead of provid-

ing a basis for scientific generalization (Thomas & Myers 2015, 15; Yin 2003, 10). When a 

single case study aims to form a holistic description and understanding of a unique case, a 

multiple case study strives to elaborate, test, or generate generalizable theoretical constructs 

through replicating several cases and focuses on identifying patterns, mechanism, and proper-

ties in a selected context aiming to develop, elaborate, or test theory (Eriksson & Kovalainen 

2008, 118-119). In multiple case studies, instead of focusing on individuals as fundamentally 

interesting cases, several individuals are used as instruments to explore the phenomenon which 
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is the topic of interest (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 122). Therefore, in a multiple case study, 

the same questions are studied or asked from multiple organizations with the purpose to repli-

cate the studied phenomenon systematically and explore different dimensions of the research 

issue (Marschan-Piekkari & Welch 2004, 114). As stated by Yin (2003, 53), a multiple case 

study strategy is often preferred because of the possibilities of replication and the conclusions 

arising from more than one case will be more powerful compared to those originating from a 

single case. Furthermore, Marschan-Piekkari & Welch (2004, 111; 114) favor using multiple 

case studies in international business research where the data is collected from cross-border and 

cross-cultural settings.  

 

An exploratory research approach was justified due to the lack of prior research on implement-

ing influencer marketing in DMOs. Multiple case study was considered as a relevant research 

strategy because this study concerns practices in real-life environments in an international con-

text, allows the examination of similarities and differences, and identification of patterns within 

the Nordic and Baltic DMOs.  

3.2 Data collection and analysis methods 
 

In multiple case studies, the purpose of the data collection is to systematically replicate the 

phenomenon under study in different cases so that different dimensions of the research issue 

can be explored (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010, 110). Because each case must serve a certain pur-

pose, the selection of the cases must be justified. Instead of using a sampling logic, multiple 

case studies typically follow a replication logic. (Yin 2003, 47-51) As stated by Yin (2003, 47), 

the case selection should be based on either a literal replication logic, which refers to predicting 

similar results, or a theoretical replication logic, referring to predicting contrasting results but 

for predictable reasons.  

 

In this study, the cases were selected based on the literal replication logic. The DMOs selected 

for this study represent capitals and other large cities in terms of population in the Nordic and 

Baltic countries. The selected DMOs have similar organizational structures and functions as 

they all represent a city, maintain a presence on various social media platforms, and are sys-

tematically utilizing influencer marketing as a destination marketing tool. The aim of the selec-

tion of the cases was to gain rich insights and information about the approaches and practices 

of influencer marketing from organizations, which are actively collaborating with social media 
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influencers and representing cities in the Nordic and Baltic countries, allowing the study of the 

phenomena in an international context. The number of the cases selected for a multiple case 

study are essentially determined by the objectives and the research questions of the study and 

each new case can increase the ability for generalizing the findings (Eriksson & Kovalainen 

2008, 124). Several DMOs in the Nordic and Baltic countries were contacted, and eventually, 

the cases comprised of six organizations. Considering the limited number of organizations 

which would have been potential participants for this study, six was regarded as a feasible num-

ber of cases in terms of the possibilities of identifying patterns across the cases.  

 

The data for this study was collected through semi-structured interviews with persons repre-

senting the DMOs in the Nordic and Baltic cities. As the aim was to gain rich insights of the 

studied phenomenon from the perspective of DMOs, interviews were considered as a relevant 

method to examine how the organizations implement influencer marketing within their market-

ing strategies, how collaborations and the content generated as a result of the collaborations 

support their strategies, and to what extent the influencers can reflect the brand identities of 

their destinations in their published content. The interviewees are responsible for influencer 

marketing in their represented organizations and are professionals in the fields of digital mar-

keting, PR, and influencer marketing. Before starting to work with influencer marketing, most 

of the interviewees had worked with PR and social media. The profiles of the interviewees are 

shown in Table 3.  

Table 3. Profiles of the interviewees 

 
 

Altogether, six interviews lasting 30-45 minutes were conducted during March and April 2020. 

Five of the interviews were conducted via video calls, using Skype, Teams, or Zoom, and one 

by email. The interview with the representative of Helsinki Marketing was conducted by email 
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with the possibility for asking additional questions and clarifications. From Gothenburg & Co, 

two representatives participated in the interview. For the most part, the interviews were done in 

English, but the interview with Visit Turku was conducted in Finnish. Therefore, the quotes 

presented in the Findings-chapter were translated to English with the aim to keep the original 

meanings and tones of the sentences. Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

 

In general, semi-structured interviews follow a prepared interview guide covering certain pre-

determined themes and each interviewee is asked the same questions. However, the method 

allows flexibility for asking clarifications and posing additional, more detailed questions. As 

well, the sequence of asking the questions can vary between the interviews. A semi-structured 

interview is also characterized by a relatively informal and conversational tone while being 

considered as a systematic and comprehensive interview format. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 

82) Furthermore, a semi-structured interview is considered as useful when a theoretical frame-

work and a literature review has been conducted, enabling an interview guide to consist of 

relevant topics (Lee & Lings 2008, 218). The themes for the interview guide (Appendix 1) were 

developed based on the theoretical framework and the questions were formed with the objective 

to provide answers to the research questions.  

 

In the conducted interviews, the topics and the open-ended questions were formed beforehand, 

and the main questions related to the covered topics were sent to the interviewees in advance. 

Thus, the interviewees could prepare themselves with the topics, recall examples of their past 

experiences related to the topics, and decide whether they are willing to participate in the study. 

Despite providing a list of questions to the interviewees in advance, there was still room for 

spontaneous discussion and additional questions. The interviews began with general questions 

related to the organizations’ experiences with influencer marketing. Thereafter, their ap-

proaches and practices to implement influencer marketing and reaching their strategic goals 

through influencer marketing were discussed. Principally, the interviews followed the prepared 

interview guide. In cases where some remarkable insights emerged in an interview, a related 

sub-question was asked in the following interview to confirm its validity as it is typical for a 

qualitative research that the data collection and analysis are often executed simultaneously in 

an interactive manner, when the analysis of the collected data can initiate further questions and 

the collection of new data (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010, 197). 
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In the analysis, a deductive reasoning was adopted. Deduction refers to the process of a logical 

reasoning where the conclusions are derived from a known premise (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010, 

15). In deduction, the existing theory influences the research process and therefore, applying 

deduction is suitable in situations where the aim is to test an existing theory (Lee & Lings 2008, 

6-7). A deductive reasoning was considered appropriate to be used in this study, because the 

existing theory of destination marketing and branding and influencer marketing covered in the 

literature review were applied to understand the studied phenomenon. Therefore, the interpre-

tations from the data were guided by the theoretical framework.  

 

A thematic analysis was applied to analyze the data. The interview transcripts were first ana-

lyzed individually so that unique patterns from each case could be identified before conducting 

a cross-case analysis. As stated by Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008, 130), the analysis of a multi-

ple case study typically begins with a separate analysis of each individual case followed by a 

cross-case analysis, referring to comparison of the cases with the purpose to identify similarities 

and differences across the cases and in contrast to theory. In case studies, it is typical to use pre-

planned systematic coding where thematic codes are derived from theory (Eriksson & Ko-

valainen 2008, 128). Describing the data with codes allows the development of a holistic picture 

of the data and allows for the recognition of patterns, concepts, and links between them (Lee & 

Lings 2008, 246). Therefore, each case was coded based on the expressed insights, opinions, 

and words. In addition to the pre-determined codes, new codes were created during the process. 

The processing of the data was conducted manually by using Excel sheets, which were used for 

compiling the data and organizing the observed patterns under categories formed and named 

based on the research questions set for this study. The emerged themes and patterns were mir-

rored to the theoretical foundations of this study during the analysis according to the pattern 

matching logic introduced by Yin (2003, 116). As stated by Yin (2003, 116), one of the most 

preferred techniques for a case study analysis is to use a pattern-matching logic where the pat-

terns are found from empirical data and then compared with pre-developed propositions based 

on the existing theory.  

3.3 Reliability and validity 
 
The objective of reliability is to minimize the biases and errors in a study to ensure that the 

research process can be repeated by another researcher to result with the same findings and 

conclusions (Yin 2003, 34; 37). Therefore, having consistent methods to transform and process 
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the interview data has an essential impact on how reliably the perspectives of the participants 

can be presented (Lee & Lings 2008, 238). To enhance the reliability, the process of conducting 

this study and the used methods are explained precisely in this chapter. As the interview guide 

was designed with the purpose to gain profound information of the studied phenomena, in some 

questions, certain themes were repeated and certain themes and insights occurred in the answers 

of the interviewees several times.  

 

Validity is a typical evaluation criterion and concerns the justifiability and accuracy of the con-

clusions drawn from the conducted research (Lee & Lings 2008, 238). Yin (2003, 34) lists three 

criteria for judging the validity of a research: construct validity, internal validity, and external 

validity. In exploratory multiple case studies, it is relevant to consider the construct validity and 

external validity. Internal validity is left out because it concerns primarily the establishment of 

causal relationships (Yin 2003, 34-36).  

 

Construct validity is essential for meaningful and interpretable research findings as it refers to 

the extent to which the measurement tools are correctly measuring the concepts being studied 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010, 81; Yin 2003, 34). To enhance the construct validity of this study, 

a thorough literature review was conducted to develop the constructs and to serve as a basis for 

the interview guide. As well, it was utilized in the analysis of the collected interview data. 

Potential problems related to construct validity can be addressed with data triangulation, which 

refers to a process of using different angles to refine and clarify the research findings, because 

multiple sources of evidence can intrinsically allow the use of multiple measures of the studied 

phenomenon. This study applied triangulation of data which is one form of triangulation and 

refers to collecting evidence from multiple empirical sources to cross-check the information to 

reduce the likelihood of misinterpretation. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 292-293; Marschan-

Piekkari & Welch 2004; 115; Yin 2003, 99) To enhance the validity of the study, various types 

of secondary data including the official websites, social media accounts, and public press ma-

terials of the interviewed organizations were collected and compared to the interview data to 

confirm the statements and complement the information especially if the articulation was not 

completely clear. In most of the case organizations, the number of suitable interviewees was 

limited. In most cases, only a few persons are responsible for influencer marketing and there-

fore, having one interviewee representing a DMO was regarded as reasonable. Furthermore, 

triangulation of theories which refers to using theories to improve explaining, interpreting, and 
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understanding the case was applied to this study in the form of the extensive literature review 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 293).  

 
External validity refers to the possibility of generalizing the findings to other settings beyond 

the case study (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010, 84; Yin 2003, 37). In qualitative case studies, gener-

alization comprises an accurately grounded and argued case selection (Eriksson & Kovalainen 

2008, 293). As stated by Yin (2003, 37), instead of relying on statistical generalization, the 

empirical results of case studies can be compared to an existing theory by applying analytic 

generalization. The aim for selecting the cases for this study was that the cases would represent 

DMOs in different countries and therefore, the findings would be applicable in an international 

context. The selected cases represent DMOs in few Nordic and Baltic countries which are im-

plementing influencer marketing as a part of their marketing strategies. Therefore, generalizing 

the findings to DMOs in general is not appropriate. Due to the unique characteristics of desti-

nations and tourism products as well as the operations of DMOs which differ from other busi-

nesses implementing influencer marketing, generalizing the findings to other industries would 

not be meaningful.   
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4. Findings 

This chapter will present the findings of this study. First, the case DMOs will be introduced 

with the focus on the themes emphasized in their destination marketing and the factors which 

their destination brands comprise. Secondly, the practices and approaches to influencer market-

ing in the studied DMOs will be covered. The role of influencer marketing in the marketing 

strategies of the interviewed DMOs will be addressed, with focus on the extent to which the 

collaborations with influencers support the DMOs to reach their strategic marketing objectives. 

Thirdly, the focus will be on communicating the destination brands through the influencers, 

discussing the importance of the appropriate selection of the influencers and the extent to which 

the content created by the influencers, as a result of the collaborations, reflect the destination 

brand identities of the interviewed DMOs.  

4.1 Profiles of the case DMOs  
 
According to Helsinki Marketing, Helsinki aims to be the most functional city in the world and 

attractive for people and companies working towards a better world. In 2020, the main themes 

in marketing Helsinki include sustainability, visual arts, and freedom in various contexts. Food 

and drink, art, architecture, design and science, sauna and archipelago, and urban nature are 

also themes associated with the destination brand of Helsinki. 

 

Visit Turku places a high emphasis on culture and includes events, history, and local lifestyle 

in its destination marketing. The main destination marketing themes include food, with the aim 

to communicate Turku as the food capital of Finland, closeness to the sea, the unique archipel-

ago, and sports. Furthermore, sustainability is one of the core values identified with the brand 

of Turku and is strongly emphasized in the destination marketing.  

 

The main brand themes in the destination marketing of Wonderful Copenhagen consist of gas-

tronomy, design, architecture, sustainability, culture, and royal history. One of their objectives 

considering destination marketing is to broaden Copenhagen so that the visitors would see more 

than the most known attractions and landmarks, visit the surroundings of the city, and experi-

ence the real atmosphere and feel of the city.   

 

Live Riga aspires to communicate an image of a safe, modern, and contemporary European 

capital with an old history. In their destination marketing, Live Riga has a strong emphasis on 



48 
 

 

the diversity of the city of Riga, the local culture and gastronomy, accessibility, and connec-

tions. They also aim to provide information about the city in an entertaining manner. 

 

According to Visit Tallinn, the main factors of Tallinn’s destination brand consist of the com-

pact size of the city where a lot can be seen and done by walking. In 2020, the main themes of 

destination marketing include family vacations, green areas, and gastronomy.   

 

In Gothenburg & Co, the focus of communicating the destination brand is on the compact size 

of the city of Gothenburg, the closeness of nature, the archipelago, the cuisine, including sea-

food, and the friendly atmosphere of the city. A strong emphasis is placed on sustainability as 

Gothenburg has been awarded as the most sustainable destination of the world multiple times.  

4.2 Implementing influencer marketing in DMOs 
 

Most of the interviewed organizations started with influencer marketing around the year 2015, 

but a couple of them started even in 2011 or 2012. Based on the interviews, integrating influ-

encer marketing strategically as a part of destination marketing started to evolve around the 

year 2015 when most of the interviewed DMOs started doing collaborations with social media 

influencers on a larger scale and more systematically and strategically. In the beginning, it was 

typical for the interviewed DMOs to invite bloggers on press trips together with the represent-

atives of traditional media. Some DMOs started doing collaborations with influencers based on 

seasons and invited them twice a year whereas in some DMOs the collaborations were first 

related to the events in the destination or the collaborations were done with local influencers to 

establish the official social media profiles of the DMOs and to build the foundations on the 

social media presences of their respective destinations.  

4.2.1 The role of influencer marketing in the marketing strategies of DMOs 
 

The objectives of destination marketing varied between the studied DMOs, but all agreed that 

collaborating with social media influencers strongly support their marketing strategies. Several 

destinations place a strong emphasis on sustainable tourism development - one of the inter-

viewed DMOs even referred to their wish to decrease the number of international visitors in 

their destination. A few of the interviewees aim to highlight sustainable values referring to the 

sustainable local lifestyle in their destination in their collaborations with influencers. Instead of 

actively aiming to attract prospective international visitors, one of the interviewed DMOs aims 
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to approach the visitors who already are in the destination and use influencers to drive attention 

to the less known areas of the destination through their created content. Some of the interviewed 

DMOs do not represent an internationally well-known destination, and for them, increasing the 

awareness of their destinations in a sustainable manner in their strategically selected target mar-

kets is listed as the one of the main objectives highly supported by influencer marketing. In 

some cases, maintaining a strong online presence including recommendations and brand am-

bassadorships with influencers and having an extensive amount of updated information about 

the destination in various channels are also considered important objectives in terms of collab-

orating with influencers.  

 

In terms of destination marketing, social media influencers are primarily employed to share 

their experiences authentically and communicate positive characteristics identified with the 

destination brands instead of ultimately increasing the volume of international tourism. The 

interviewed DMOs work regularly with influencers and execute several collaborations and 

campaigns annually. They all have experiences of collaborations with individual influencers as 

well as groups of influencers. In recent years, one of the interviewed DMOs reported having 

over 100 influencers staying in their destination in a year whereas another DMO had approxi-

mately 50 influencers as guests and negotiations with other 50 influencers in one year. Some of 

the interviewees recognize the strategic importance of influencer marketing, but stress that their 

organizations have not yet found the optimal practice to execute it. For most of the interviewed 

DMOs, influencer marketing is strongly integrated in their organization’s marketing strategy. 

According to one of the interviewees, influencer marketing is an essential part of their digital 

marketing strategy whereas in another DMO, influencer marketing is not tied into one depart-

ment as it affects the whole organization. A couple of the interviewees mentioned that their 

organization no longer uses traditional marketing tools, such as buying advertising space on 

newspapers, as they only focus on building and strengthening their online presence where in-

fluencer marketing adds considerable value. As expressed by most of the interviewed DMO 

representatives, the basis for integrating influencers into destination marketing is that they are 

employed to various destination marketing activities to support the DMO’s strategy.  

 

“Normally, we have an influencer line which is like one leg in our digital marketing and that’s what 
we have been doing for quite many years, the last 3 years.” – Wonderful Copenhagen 

 
“In our organization, influencer marketing is considered a matter of the whole organization, not 

merely one department.” – Helsinki Marketing 



50 
 

 

As it emerged in the interviews, influencer marketing adds significant value to DMOs’ market-

ing efforts. Influencers can even be considered as an external resource, which enables DMOs 

to reach their strategic marketing objectives related to destination branding, creating awareness, 

capturing attention, and maintaining a presence in the potential travelers’ minds. Besides work-

ing with traditional media and inviting journalists writing on newspapers on press trips, it has 

become essential to collaborate with social media influencers to maintain a wide presence on 

social media as well. Increasing awareness and strengthening the brand of the destination by 

emphasizing the distinctive elements of the destination brand, increasing the amount of eWOM 

related to the destination, and the opportunity to reach new target groups were expressed as 

main advantages of collaborating with influencers by the interviewed DMO representatives. 

 

Many of the interviewees have experienced that the content produced by the influencers have 

directed attention to some relatively unknown elements in their destination as well as given 

visibility to some local businesses. Through the influencers who create relevant content featur-

ing the brand messages of the DMOs and highlight their focus areas and marketing themes, 

DMOs can reach social media users who they could not otherwise reach with their own com-

munications on their official social media accounts. Some influencers are profiled with a certain 

topic such as gastronomy, architecture, or design, which gives the DMO an opportunity to es-

tablish their destinations within that area through an influencer and therefore, strengthen the 

positioning of their destination brand. As a marketing tool, influencer marketing is perceived 

as extremely strong by the interviewees because the content is often of high quality and can be 

used afterwards on the DMOs’ own social media channels. Furthermore, the interviewed DMO 

representatives have experienced that the executed collaborations have directed new followers 

to their own official social media accounts and the produced content, especially on blogs, are 

often considered to support and improve the search engine performance of the DMOs’ official 

websites. 

 
“Through them (influencers) we can effectively do digital word-of-mouth and recommendation mar-

keting and through them, we get to communicate our focus areas and the themes that are important to 
us. And of course, the collaborations make it possible to reach new target groups. And surely, increase 

the awareness of our brand and destination. “–Visit Turku 
 

“One thing is that they’re posting the content or video on their feeds. So, for us it’s that we reach 
some target groups from their following that we wouldn’t reach by our communications. We think we 

would not reach them ourselves. We reach new target groups with relevant content.” 
 –Wonderful Copenhagen 
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“It’s been successful most of the time because we have really nice pictures and good content that we 
can use even like a year or so. Great Instagram stories, Instagram posts. Based on specific theme like 

food and so we don’t have to go and actually look for new content.” – Live Riga 
 

4.2.2 Target groups of influencer marketing 
 

Through influencer marketing, DMOs can reach groups of potential visitors in different coun-

tries, who they could not reach themselves, as the influencers have followers who cannot be 

reached with the DMOs’ own marketing efforts. Due to the multi-faceted nature and a variety 

of the offerings within the destinations, the DMOs have their focus on numerous target groups 

with different demographic or psychographic characteristics which have a high potential to be 

reached through influencer marketing. Geographically, most of the interviewed DMOs have 

their focus on the neighboring countries as well as selected Asian countries including Japan, 

China, South Korea, and India. However, the specific target groups often differ between the 

target countries. Furthermore, the objectives of the collaboration determine the target group and 

therefore, the influencer is typically chosen based on how he or she and the followers of the 

influencer match with the objectives of the DMO regarding the tourism products which the 

DMO aims to promote or the brand theme which it aims to communicate. For instance, several 

interviewees emphasized sustainability as one of the core values of their destination, and there-

fore, sustainability is strongly present with influencer marketing activities when the aim is to 

target conscious travelers. A couple of the interviewees defined consumers by and large at the 

age of 18-40 who search for travel related information online and are likely to engage with 

social media influencers as their typical target groups which they aim to reach with influencer 

marketing. 

 
“With influencer campaigns, whoever can travel alone from 18-35 probably, people who like to travel, 
enjoy good food, sightseeing, and basically everything you can do here. For elderly people, some 
other channel.” – Live Riga 

 
“In general, consumers who are interested in traveling. Especially from these selected target markets. 
Then also, the more specified target group may vary depending on the target country and what type of 
a campaign we have and what are the goals of the campaign. Sometimes it can be, let’s say a family 
with kids from Sweden. So, then we collaborate with influencers who have families with children as 

their audience or followers.” – Visit Turku 
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4.2.3 Measuring the results of influencer marketing 
 

In destination marketing, the number of visitors brought to the destination as a result of a spe-

cific marketing activity cannot explicitly be measured. Furthermore, the functions of DMOs do 

not include direct selling of tourism products as they are mainly engaged with promotional 

activities. As mentioned by a couple of the interviewees, the results of influencer campaigns 

cannot be seen immediately, and therefore, influencer marketing requires monitoring the results 

with a long-term perspective. In terms of tourism products, the decision-making process can 

take time, and the time between the decision-making and the actual trip can be relatively long. 

When measuring the results of influencer marketing, the most mentioned metrics in the inter-

views were reach and engagement. Some of the interviewed DMOs also mentioned advertising 

value equivalency as well as return on investment in terms of the costs of the collaboration and 

the number of people reached. The direct feedback on the content produced and published by 

the influencers including the reactions, the tone of voice of the comments on the posts, and the 

questions from the social media users showing interest towards the destination give valuable 

insights for the interviewed DMOs on the performance of the collaborations.  
 

“What I’m mostly thinking and looking is that campaign wise, what kind questions I got from that 
campaign, how many people commented, what they commented, and so on. That’s sometimes more im-

portant than how many people we actually reached.” –Visit Tallinn 
 

“How can we get a direct feedback is to look at their Instagram feed and see the comments that go be-
low the post and see what they write. I mean it could be anything. “I wish I could go there; It’s on my 
bucket list; bucket list goals” etc. I mean, how we directly notice it, is when we see a feed where peo-

ple actually comment.” – Gothenburg & Co 
 

4.2.4 Types of collaborations and campaigns 
 

The practices of working with influencers vary depending on the types and objectives of the 

collaborations and campaigns as well as the influencers. The interviewed DMOs regularly ex-

ecute various types of collaborations with individual influencers or groups of influencers, create 

campaigns of varying lengths with influencers, integrate influencers into other marketing ac-

tivities, or include influencers to the campaigns which they execute together with partner com-

panies and organizations. 
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DMOs consider influencer marketing as an important channel for international marketing and 

provide trips to individual influencers to their destination regularly throughout the year. Some 

of the interviewed DMOs invite groups of influencers whereas one DMO prefers collaborating 

with a maximum of two influencers at a time as they believe that two influencers can efficiently 

work together, because the influencers tend to appear themselves in their photos which they 

post on their social media channels. One of the interviewees has experienced that executing 

collaborations within a group of international influencers has led to an increase in interest to-

wards their destination as well as collaboration with their organization among international in-

fluencers. In addition, the collective posting, which resulted from the collaborations, enhanced 

an extensive reach of audiences. 

 

The DMO often covers the costs of travel, accommodation, and some activities at the destina-

tion and only a small share of the influencers are paid for the collaboration. Many of the inter-

viewed DMOs often arrange the influencer collaborations together with the national tourism 

organization of their country, which usually covers the influencer’s travel expenses to the coun-

try. The DMO in turn is responsible for the ground costs at the destination together with their 

selected partners consisting of local businesses and service providers. The collaborations which 

cost the least for a DMO can include only providing the influencer with a ticket to public trans-

portation and some attractions. On the contrary, for some influencers, the costs of the whole 

trip are covered comprehensively and the influencers are paid for the collaboration. Sometimes 

the DMOs also buy elements of the content produced by an influencer as a result of a collabo-

ration and use it on their own social media channels. Paying influencers is still a relatively rare 

practice among the interviewees as only a small share of the collaborations includes paying the 

influencer. However, the interviewed DMOs are increasingly becoming willing to pay for the 

collaborations and shifting their focus on influencers who are expected to significantly support 

their marketing strategies and add a considerable value on communicating their destination 

brand because of their superior content creation skills or a loyal established audience represent-

ing an important target group. In some cases, for instance, the DMOs are ready to pay for a 

collaboration if the influencer has a strong following and engagement in a market which is 

strategically important to the DMO.  

	

Based on the experiences of the interviewed DMO representatives, managing the collaborations 

tends to be time-consuming as it involves negotiations and various types of arrangements and 

therefore, some of the interviewees would prefer focusing on collaborating with only a few 
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influencers. From the interviews, it is clear that the role of influencer marketing within the 

marketing strategies of DMOs is expected to grow in the future, and having a few influencers 

as brand ambassadors is becoming a more common practice. Some of the interviewed DMOs 

are shifting their focus on investing in more strategic long-term collaborations with a few se-

lected influencers and offering them several visits to their destination. In most cases, the inter-

viewed DMOs aim for more sustainable practices in their destination marketing. Therefore, 

building long-term relationships with critically chosen influencers who are considered as opti-

mal for delivering their marketing messages, communicating the identifying elements of their 

destination brand consistently, and whose personal brands are regarded to be in line with their 

destination brand is seen to become an increasingly common approach for influencer collabo-

rations. The influencers are also believed to strengthen the credibility of the destination brand 

through a continuous engagement with their audience. 

 

“It’s on my mind that we should invite them again, people who have given really nice content. Always 
try to invite them back so they would just like give more and make our destination more trustful.” 

 – Live Riga 
 

“Brand ambassadorships and collaborations that last longer, relationships with the suitable influenc-
ers is a thing we want to focus and invest even more in the coming years. “– Visit Turku 

 
“We strive to collaborate with a much smaller group (…) but long-term, probably a one-year period 

with several visits to the city.” – Helsinki Marketing 
 

The collaborations with influencers are sometimes tied to specific campaigns with varying 

lengths, objectives, and themes. The interviewed DMOs also integrate influencers into their 

marketing campaigns which they execute together with their partners, including other compa-

nies or organizations within the tourism industry, such as airlines, ship companies, and minis-

tries of foreign affairs. Co-operation with airlines is considered as an advantage in several of 

the interviewed DMOs in terms of travel arrangements for the influencers to and from the des-

tination as well as increasing the awareness of the destination in their selected international 

target markets. As an example, one of the interviewees mentioned that if an airline is opening 

a new direct route to a destination, the DMO tends to support it with different marketing activ-

ities including influencer marketing.  

 
“For example, if there’s a new route in India opening, then I will focus on Indian influencers or at 

least influencers that have the most following in there, like followers in India and maybe even specifi-
cally in New Delhi.” – Wonderful Copenhagen 
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4.3 Communicating the destination brand through the influencers 
 

The visual elements including pictures and videos as well as written stories on various social 

media platforms have an essential role in marketing tourism experiences and creating destina-

tion images in the potential visitors’ minds. The influencers who are professional content crea-

tors and whose social media profiles represent the themes and values which match with what 

the DMOs aim to associate their destination with are considered as powerful mediums to com-

municate the destination brands. Through the collaborations with influencers, the DMOs aim 

to communicate their destination brand authentically with the focus on delivering meaningful 

experiences related to their destination instead of publishing content which immediately creates 

an image of an advertisement of a sponsored trip among the audience. Therefore, the inter-

viewed DMOs strive to partner with influencers with genuine representations of themselves and 

their covered topics and a loyal and engaged audience who consider the influencers as a credible 

source of information, compelling the followers to form favorable images of the featured des-

tinations through the visual elements and written posts.  

4.3.1 Selecting the influencers 
 
When utilizing influencers to communicate the brand of a destination and contribute to the 

creation of the desired destination image among the defined target audience, the selection of 

the suitable influencers becomes critical. As agreed by the interviewees, the selection of an 

influencer depends on the intents which the DMO aims to reach with a specific collaboration 

or campaign. In most cases, the DMOs tend to assess the potential influencers holistically in-

stead of focusing strictly on a certain criterion. Figure 7 presents the main factors regarding the 

selection of the influencers which reflected in the interviews.  

 
Figure 7. The selection of the influencers 
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All the interviewed DMOs receive collaboration proposals from influencers and several DMOs 

contact the influencers directly themselves after carefully going through their social media pro-

files and assessing their potential to communicate their destination brands and reach their stra-

tegically selected target groups. Some of the interviewed DMOs tend to execute a significant 

share of their influencer collaborations together with the national tourism organization and their 

PR contacts because of their extensive market knowledge. Some of the interviewed DMO rep-

resentatives stress that their marketing strategy is aligned with the marketing strategy of the 

national tourism organization of their country, meaning that some elements of the national tour-

ism organization’s strategy, such as brand themes or created visitor profiles of the target seg-

ments based on the characteristics and interests of the prospective visitors, apply to their desti-

nations. Therefore, the themes for influencer collaborations can be given and the selection of 

the influencers are based on how they fit to those themes and if their followers represent the 

target group, defined according to the visitor profile in question. Some of the interviewed 

DMOs consult PR agencies to search, assess, and select the suitable influencers, or have created 

criteria for selecting the influencers together with a PR agency. To select the influencers, one 

of the interviewed DMO uses motive-based criteria with a strong focus on sustainability for 

determining when an influencer is a match for the destination.  

 
“In general, these influencer trips have had a particular theme, for example local cuisine which is one 
of our main focus areas. Then the influencer gets to see and experience the local food culture and the 
destination through these food experiences. Then we build the program around this specific theme.” 

 –Visit Turku 
 

“Like the theme. For example, if we want to cover some things in the city like restaurants and hotels, 
we kind of look at influencers who are focusing on city breaks and if its more that we want to highlight 

the Gothenburg archipelago or our city close to nature, then we search for somebody who is maybe 
more active and has nature themes in the feed.” – Gothenburg & Co 

 

In most cases, the influencers must fit the strategically selected and defined target markets and 

target groups of the DMO. Especially when the purpose of the collaboration with an influencer 

is to build or strengthen the awareness of a destination in certain target markets, the DMOs 

select the influencers based on the countries where they live or where the influencers have a 

strong following. Furthermore, some interviewees mentioned that they mainly collaborate with 

influencers who come from cities which have a direct connection to the destination by flight, 

train, or ferry. However, the collaborations are not always formed with international influenc-
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ers, as a couple of the interviewees mentioned that local influencers with a remarkable follow-

ing in their strategic target markets are sometimes employed to their campaigns or collabora-

tions.  

 

Most of the interviewees also stress the importance of the specific characteristics of the target 

segments within their selected target markets. The DMOs have various objectives in terms of 

promoting the tourism products of their destinations and emphasizing certain characteristics of 

their destination brands. From the interviews, identifying and selecting a suitable influencer 

who has an audience with interests associated with the destination brand and the tourism prod-

ucts, which the destination has to offer, becomes critical.  
 

The characteristics of the influencers and their personal brands play a key role when a DMO is 

evaluating whether an influencer has the potential to deliver their brand message. When select-

ing an influencer to collaborate with, the interviewed DMOs focus on how the influencers pre-

sent themselves and different topics and how they have portrayed other destinations. Based on 

the interviews, a strong emphasis is also placed on the relationships and the discussions which 

the influencers have with their followers. Regarding how genuinely the influencer presents 

commercial content, the authenticity of the influencer is also considered an essential character-

istic, based on the interviews. Furthermore, some of the interviewed DMOs consider it ex-

tremely important that the influencer shares similar values with their destination brands.  

 

“I guess the ones who are really honest. You can tell that they (influencers) really like the city and 
when it’s obvious that they really enjoy the trip and not just post that “this is a collaboration”. When 

it’s real.” – Gothenburg & Co 
 
“An ideal international influencer is genuinely curious about the city, wants a long-term relationship 

with the city, shares its values, and is interested in the local lifestyle that exists in Helsinki.” 
 – Helsinki Marketing 

 
“Sometimes, we use the help of a PR agency which is a professional in influencer marketing and col-
laborations so that we can be sure that the influencer is suitable for us and our values.” – Visit Turku 

 
 
The interviewed DMOs have collaborated with influencers with various areas of expertise as 

well as lifestyle influencers whose content is not clearly profiled with some specified topic. 

According to some of the interviewees, collaborating with niche influencers, who have focused 

topics on their social media channels, has become increasingly popular. Some of the interview-

ees prefer collaborating with influencers who have a clear profile and have a focus on a specific 
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area such as gastronomy or design which is associated as a core element of their destination 

brand. As highlighted in some of the interviews, a collaboration with an influencer is an agree-

ment where the offering of the destination must be interesting to the influencer and his or her 

followers so that the influencer can create relevant content which will not only strengthen the 

destination brand but also the influencer’s personal brand. Therefore, the destination-related 

content can be presented authentically on the influencer’s social media feeds. 

 
“They (influencers) have to be obviously involved in tourism and lifestyle, food, or some family travel. 

Anything that we can provide them in the city. Arts, events. Now it’s become more popular to work 
with niche influencers so it’s not only just tourism in general. It depends on what message we want to 

get through.” – Live Riga 
 

“This influencer marketing area is evolving, because people get tired of just seeing people traveling 
around. They need to have something they are good at. They need to have some kind of area that they 

are exposing. Not just traveling. Everyone does that.” – Wonderful Copenhagen 
 

When collaborating with influencers, the skills of an influencer is an essential requirement for 

several interviewed DMO representatives. According to the interviewees, the most valuable 

skills of an influencer comprise photography, videography, and storytelling which are effective 

tools in destination marketing and contribute to creating destination images in the minds of the 

target audience.  

 

“Influence comes with certain skills for us. It either is a good photographer, good videographer or 
both and so how we choose. I open up Instagram account, see what they have on there, see if the con-
tent there can be matched with what I have to offer in Tallinn. (…) If I see that someone is really inter-

ested in culture and highlighting different trips and writing long stories about adventures here and 
there, I immediately start to think what stories can I tell.” –Visit Tallinn 

 
“I also look at how they write and how they present themselves and also different topics. (...) They ac-
tually have something on their mind and on their heart to tell a story and they know how to tell a story. 
(…) Then of course, I see their feed. Do I like what I see, do I actually imagine that they will be able to 

profile the things that I want to be profiled in Copenhagen.” – Wonderful Copenhagen 
 

Because having profiles on various social media platforms are believed to support each other, 

the interviewees consider it as an advantage if an influencer has an audience on more than one 

platform. Hence, the destination images can ideally be created both visually and using written 

storytelling. By publishing content on various platforms, the optimal reach is ensured, the con-

tent can be accessed in real-time, and can conveniently be found afterwards, as with some plat-

forms the content is available only for a limited time. 



59 
 

 

“Different channels support each other, I think. Instagram and blogs especially are what we have 
done lately or the past years we have had a lot of Instagram influencers. Because the visual coverage 

is very important in tourism marketing and destination marketing. But on the other hand, we don’t 
want to exclude blog posts where there comes the storytelling and it’s stronger on blogs than on Insta-

gram.” –Visit Turku 
 
“There was this time when we either had only blogs or only Instagram, but now it’s really nice if they 

can combine both. So, you can actually have the first content which disappears like in a day or two 
somewhere in the Internet but then if they have a blog, then you can actually have the content all the 
time whenever you want and need it and not to go through thousands of pictures. So yeah, blogs as 

well. If the influencer has a blog, then it’s amazing.” – Live Riga 
 

Based on the interviews, the most prevalent metrics used in the selection of influencers is en-

gagement. For many of the interviewed DMOs, the number of followers of an influencer is not 

considered as important as the style of the communication between the influencer and his or 

her audience and the loyalty of the followers. A few of the interviewed DMO representatives 

mentioned micro influencers with an engaged but a moderate size of following as ideal influ-

encers for marketing their destination as they consider that various niche target groups can ef-

ficiently be reached through them. One of the interviewed DMO representatives mentioned a 

target engagement rate of 5%, which is not a strict requirement for a collaboration if the influ-

encer is seen to have the potential to profile the destination in a way the DMO has intended. 

Most often, the interviewed DMOs focus on the profile of an influencer holistically and a cer-

tain number of followers or a specific engagement rate alone is not considered as a requisite for 

a collaboration. 

4.3.2 The content created by the influencers 
 
As the aim of the collaborations with influencers is to support the strategy of the DMO and 

create content which emphasizes the characteristics, themes, and values that identify with the 

destination brand, the interviewed DMOs tend to prepare the influencers and introduce to them 

the main themes which comprise their destination brands. As a preparation before the influenc-

ers arrive at the destination, some of the interviewed DMOs provide the influencers with in-

structions and suggestions of attractions and elements of their destinations which they would 

be interested in to showcase through the collaboration and which they wish the influencers 

would mention on their social media channels. Typically, the influencers can be provided with 

entry tickets for transport and attractions and vouchers for cafes and restaurants. As well, book-

ings can be made for the influencers at activities or restaurants of which the DMOs wishes them 

to create content. Therefore, some local businesses are also likely to get visibility. As stated by 
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one of the interviewees, if an influencer has a clear profile with the focus on a specific theme, 

the collaboration does not require an extensive preparation because the influencer will evidently 

be emphasizing that specific theme when creating content of the destination.  

 

The interviewees regard the influencers who they have chosen to collaborate with as profes-

sional content creators who know their audiences and their interests. Therefore, most of the 

interviewees prefer to give the influencers the opportunity to experience the destination by 

themselves and only provide suggestions on places to visit so that the influencers would expe-

rience the destination and create the content of their visit independently and deliver the experi-

ences to their audiences authentically by using their own narrative. Based on a few of the inter-

views, however, introducing the influencers the main marketing themes of the destination has 

led to a more thoughtful content than it would be without the introduction. 
 
“Influencers are introduced to the main themes that we are interested in showcasing through the col-
laboration. Generally, one can say that the suggestions that we give to influencers on what to see and 
do in the city are divided into four categories: Food and Drink – taste Helsinki, Art, Architecture, De-
sign and Science – understand Helsinki, Sauna and Archipelago – Experience Helsinki and Urban Na-

ture – Feel Helsinki.” – Helsinki Marketing 
 

“They (the brand themes) can be analyzed very openly. You don’t have to have something that is spe-
cifically onto this one or that one so we are not so categorical with it. It’s still, most of it, if you see, 
our feed can be placed in one of those categories and it’s also the brand theme that we tell the influ-
encer about. But if it’s a food influencer, I don’t do much about it, because I know he or she will do 

gastronomy, he or she is highlighting the gastronomic side of Copenhagen. (...) I also let them do what 
they can do best. So, I don’t want to control them totally because it’s their feed and their audience. 

They know their audience better than I do. So, they need some freedom to express themselves.”           
– Wonderful Copenhagen 

 
“It’s often on the basis that we want to match what the influencer is interested in and what we have to 

offer and hope that it is going to bring into content. (…) Each year there is a cluster of themes that 
we’re trying to push, but when you’re working with influencers, you can’t always keep only pushing 

those ideas because influencers, they often want a wider look on things so they won’t only look at de-
sign, only look at green areas or nature. It’s often a combination of things.” – Visit Tallinn 

 
“We however, want to give them freedom to experience the destination and they will find their own 

perspective on what is the thing in Turku in their opinion. Of course, we give them some tips that are 
related to the theme that we would like them to communicate on their channels. (…) They are profes-
sionals in what they do and they know what kind of content is interesting for their audience and what 
kind of content would give the best results. (…) They can experience the destination themselves and 

tell about it as authentically as possible and their own style.” – Visit Turku 
 

“We usually discuss what we want to focus on, what we want to show from the city. I never strictly say 
can or cannot show. It’s mostly about whatever they enjoy. Rather that they don’t post anything bad. I 
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don’t need to get approval. (…) I let them discover the city themselves. They usually find really inter-
esting spots so it’s great to see.” – Live Riga 

 
Depending on the type and objectives of the collaboration or campaign, some of the interviewed 

DMOs tend to be stricter with the instructions than others and have more control on what the 

influencers will publish on their channels as a result of the collaboration. For some of the inter-

viewees, the concept of control is present only if they have made a contract with the influencer 

stating that the influencer must publish a certain number of posts with specific tags identifying 

their destination. Intrinsically, if the collaboration requires a heavy budget, the requirements 

concerning the published content are defined more specifically than if the collaboration does 

not constrain extensive resources of the DMO. One of the interviewed DMOs implement influ-

encer marketing with the aim to increase the awareness of less well-known features of the des-

tination and communicate the interesting aspects outside the city center. Thus, they have pre-

pared the influencers to discover new areas in the destination so that the generated content 

would show features other than the most known attractions and landmarks of the city.  
 

“I will tell them not to go to Nyhavn, not to go to Christiania, not to go to Strøget, not to go to Little 
Mermaid. Instead, I have put different things they can do. They can also do other things, I have not 

instructed like that, but I have put other things that they can experience and try to expose in their feeds 
instead. So, that’s also in their mindset that they’ve been coming to Copenhagen with. They knew al-

ready that they will portray another Copenhagen than other people might think of Copenhagen. Try to 
nudge out people to other places in Copenhagen. Make Copenhagen bigger. Copenhagen is big but 

often people see five percent of it.” - Wonderful Copenhagen 
 

Some of the interviewed DMO representatives highlighted that it is essential that the influenc-

ers’ content does not focus on the typical and most known built attractions, but communicate 

the distinctive aspects and intangible elements of the destination, including the general atmos-

phere and local culture, which are crucial elements illustrating the distinctiveness of their des-

tination brands. Some of the interviewees mentioned that they aim to allow the influencers to 

experience the authentic local lifestyle in their destination, including meeting local people, in-

troducing the aspects of sustainability, and the local cuisine. As mentioned by one of the inter-

viewees, collaborating with influencers supports reaching these objectives, because often the 

influencers themselves also strive to see and portray other features than the most typical ones 

in a destination on their channels. Therefore, showing other elements than the most famous 

ones will not only enhance differentiating the destination from other destinations but also the 

influencer themselves and their personal brands.  
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“Actually, scrolling their feed and seeing “Oh it’s in Riga! This beautiful building is there!” So, they 
just don’t sit in a restaurant and that restaurant can be anywhere in the world. ”– Live Riga 

 
“It’s not actually Copenhagen that you experience when you experience those things because it’s 

where all tourists go. So, you don’t get a Copenhagen feeling. You don’t get this specific typical Co-
penhagen feeling that you can probably tell about when you go home. (…) So, trying to show more of 

Copenhagen.” – Wonderful Copenhagen 
 

“I think that now that quite many people have already come to Tallinn and seen the old town, there 
are more and more influencers who are coming and wanting to see some extra. Like they want to see 
something which is going to differentiate them from others who have been to Tallinn.” – Visit Tallinn 

 

When communicating various elements of the destination brand through social media influenc-

ers, it is important that the message is delivered in a way which is perceived as appealing and 

credible by the target audience. One of the interviewees mentioned that their organization does 

not expect a formal communication style, but one which is authentic and in alignment with the 

content which the influencer is typically exposing in his or her channels. Especially, when the 

aim is to communicate the intangible characteristics or emotional values of a destination brand, 

a couple of the interviewees emphasized that the created content should convey the attachment 

to the destination, contain cues of the influencer’s personality, and reflect the influencer’s per-

sonal experience. It was highlighted by a couple of the interviewees that influencers who have 

previously visited the destination, tended to communicate the destination brands in a more 

meaningful way and showed greater attachment to the destination compared to those who are 

visiting the destination for the first time. Similarly, if the values identified with the destination 

brand are strongly identified with the influencer’s personal brand, his or her relatedness to the 

destination brand can be communicated in a more credible manner.  

 

Based on the experiences of the interviewees, the influencers tend to communicate various 

themes and attributes of their destination brands. According to the interviewees, gastronomy, 

local culture, and lifestyle as well as natural attractions are often covered in the content pro-

duced as a result of the influencer collaborations. Table 4 shows how the influencers have ex-

pressed the tangible and intangible characteristics of the destinations in their content according 

to the interviewed DMO representatives. 
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Table 4. Characteristics of the destination brands communicated by the influencers 

 
 

Influencer marketing is considered as a powerful tool to communicate destination brands, es-

pecially when the influencers place a strong emphasis on the characteristics identified with the 

destination brand, with which the DMO strives to highlight in their communications. Referring 

to the destination brand identity model created by Konecnik Ruzzier & de Chernatony (2013), 

and presented in Figure 5, the experimental promises and emotional and functional values of 

the destination can effectively be addressed through the influencers according to the experi-

ences of the interviewed DMO representatives. As the interviewees’ quotes in Table 5 show, 

influencers can communicate the emotional values by expressing their attachment to the desti-

nation, whereas the functional values can be communicated by emphasizing the attractiveness 
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of a wide variety of local businesses, and experimental promises are reflected by statements 

expressing the destination’s ability to deliver its promises and even exceed expectations.  

Table 5. Communicating the dimensions of the destination brand identity  

Emotional values Functional values Experimental promise 
 “Another good quote is this: “Helsinki 
is one of my favorite cities in the world! 
If I had to describe how it feels to me, I 
would say it's like an old couch. (…) At 
this moment, there’s nowhere you’d ra-
ther be than on that couch, feeling com-
pletely comfortable and at ease.” - 
Celinne Da Costa @celinnedacosta” – 
Helsinki Marketing 	

"There have also been improve-
ments in handicrafts local 
breweries, local produced res-
taurants, local fashion design 
etc.  So, a lot of people have in-
vested in following their 
dreams and you can notice it in 
the city that there has been a 
boom in that and it has become 
very attractive. " – Gothenburg 
& Co 

" It’s close, safe, interesting 
and more than you expect. For 
sure. As I say, the biggest com-
pliment that I’ve heard from 
people is that they expected 
something but they never ex-
pected that Riga is so beautiful, 
there’s so many things to do 
and that’s the message what we 
want to show. “–Live Riga 
 
“Sometimes it works even bet-
ter than you think. Like you go 
out with saying that it’s a com-
pact and small city, but the in-
fluencer is spreading that even 
with an extra added some-
thing.” –Visit Tallinn 
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5. Discussion and conclusions 

While exploratory in nature, this study deepens the existing knowledge regarding the imple-

mentation of influencer marketing in DMOs within their marketing strategies and the commu-

nication of destination brands through social media influencers. This chapter discusses the find-

ings in light of the existing research, the two-step flow of communication theory, and theoretical 

and practical contributions of implementing influencer marketing for destinations. Finally, this 

chapter concludes the main findings of this study, addresses the limitations, and presents sug-

gestions for future research. 

5.1 Discussion 
 

The findings of this study indicate that DMOs implement influencer marketing systematically 

as an essential part of their marketing strategies. To support their marketing strategies, DMOs 

collaborate with influencers to communicate the distinctive tangible and intangible character-

istics of their destination brand, including providing practical information about the unique at-

tractions and connections to the destination, and sharing their interpretations on the intangible 

elements, such as general atmosphere and the values identified with the destination brand. This 

section will discuss how the main research question, which aimed to advance the understanding 

of the implementation of influencer marketing in DMOs to communicate their destination 

brands, can be answered with the present study. In this section, the findings will be discussed 

in light of the sub questions set for this study:  

 

1. How do the collaborations with social media influencers support destination management 

organizations to reach their strategic marketing and branding objectives? 

2. How does the content generated by social media influencers enhance developing and com-

municating the destination brand identity?  

 

5.1.1 Utilizing influencer marketing in DMOs to reach strategic destination marketing and 

branding objectives  

Influencer marketing enables DMOs to optimally utilize the potential of social media as it al-

lows destination brands to form relationships with the established audiences of influencers. As 

social media users sharing their experiences have a key role in co-creating destination brands, 
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collaborating with influencers who are professional and influential content creators is an effec-

tive approach for DMOs to manage the communication of their destination brands. The desti-

nation image formed in the minds of potential visitors is not only influenced by the destination-

originated communication, but also the interactivity and conversations taking place on social 

media which can transform destination brands as the consumers generating UGC become co-

creators of destination brands (Jabreel et al. 2018; Skinner 2018). As marketers face challenges 

to shape the conversations occurring on social media, they have the opportunity to contribute 

to those conversations by adopting influencers as intermediaries to communicate their brand 

messages (Uzunoğlu & Misci Kip 2014). The values and elements which identify a destination 

can effectively be communicated through social media influencers who share their interpreta-

tions of the destination brands, and can therefore participate in the process of transforming 

destination brands and influence the generated destination images which emerge among the 

target audience. This study demonstrates that the findings of Childers et al. (2019), which pro-

pose that brands can extend their reach while building trust with new or potential target groups 

by forming relationships with influencers, can also be applied to destination brands. Similarly, 

as for product and service brands, influencer marketing enables DMOs to reach various target 

groups on several social media channels, including niches with specific interests, and communi-

cate the various aspects of their destination in a way which is relevant and meaningful for their 

specific target groups.  

 

Based on the findings of this study, DMOs implement influencer marketing systematically to 

support their strategies related to marketing and branding their destinations. The forms of im-

plementing influencer marketing include collaborations of varying lengths from single visits to 

long-term brand ambassadorships, projects where individual or groups of influencers are in-

vited to the destination, campaigns created around a specific theme, and campaigns executed 

together with some partner organizations or companies which are most often operating in the 

tourism industry. Referring to the findings of Bosio et al. (2008) demonstrating that DMOs 

interact with customers on social media on various stages of the customer journey, this study 

adds that DMOs implement influencer marketing with the aim to build awareness and attract 

visitors in the pre-service period as well as target visitors who have already arrived at the des-

tination.  

 

Aligned with the findings of Stoldt et al. (2019), influencer marketing is a valuable resource for 

DMOs due to of the ability of influencers to effectively connect and build relationships with 
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their audience. Therefore, through the influencers, DMOs can consistently and authentically 

deliver the brand messages and communicate those aspects of their respective destination which 

appeal to their specific, niche target groups. Influencer marketing has a pivotal role within the 

marketing strategies of DMOs. It supports them in reaching their strategic marketing objectives 

related to increasing the awareness of the destination, improving the strategic positioning of the 

destination brand, reaching the target audiences, strengthening the destination brand through 

consistent online communications, and growing the DMO’s own social media channels where 

the collaborations tend to direct new followers or subscribers. Instead of optimizing sales or 

boosting the volume of international tourism, the objectives of implementing influencer mar-

keting in destination marketing are related to sharing meaningful experiences and creating fa-

vorable destination images in the minds of prospective visitors, which can efficiently be sup-

ported by influencer marketing. The findings of this study confirm that written stories, photo-

graphs, and videos created and shared by influencers contribute to communicating and co-cre-

ating the destination brand identity and are considered as valuable assets by DMOs.  

 

When creating branding strategies for cities, De Noni et al. (2018) emphasize the importance 

of developing the relationship between the visitor and a destination and conveying the distinc-

tive values and attributes of a destination. Similarly, the findings of this study indicate that 

influencer marketing is an appropriate strategy for communicating the unique characteristics of 

the destination brand, increasing the awareness of the less popular elements of the destination, 

and communicating the intangible aspects through pictures, videos, and other forms of effective 

storytelling. Aligned with the findings of Chatzigeorgiou (2017), influencer marketing has a 

strong potential to increase the attractiveness of certain locations within a destination. The find-

ings of this study emphasize that the awareness and attractiveness of the less known features of 

the destination, such as locations outside the city center, can be improved by including them in 

the communication through the influencers. Collaborations with niche influencers can enhance 

portraying specific features of a city. For instance, it can contribute to positioning the city as a 

destination with a thriving gastronomy or as a destination with fascinating architecture. There-

fore, the findings of this study illustrate that influencers contribute to the value-creation process 

of destination brands. In terms of influencer marketing, this proposition is not novel as the 

findings of Jiménez-Castillo & Sánchez-Fernández (2019) propose that influencers contribute 

to increasing the appreciation of the utility and value of a brand. The present study confirms 

that this can also be applied to destination marketing.  
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When measuring the results of influencer marketing in the context of destinations, the findings 

of this study address the importance of monitoring the engagement of the content created by 

the influencers on social media. This finding is similar to that of Hou (2019), who attaches a 

greater importance on the reception of the audience than quantifiable metrics when deciding 

the success of an influencer. Consistent with the findings of Mariani et al. (2016), the DMOs 

place a high emphasis on the sentiment of the reactions to the content, as measuring the com-

mercial outcomes in terms of the sales of tourism packages and services at their destination is 

beyond their capabilities. Therefore, the interaction on the influencers’ posts, including reac-

tions, comments, and various types of questions, give valuable insights for the DMOs regarding 

the tone of the voice of the comments, the motivations of the audience, and information of the 

types of content which the audience considers engaging. Furthermore, the interaction resulted 

from the content generated by the influencers provide the destination marketers essential infor-

mation on the destination images formed by the target audience, especially in terms of the extent 

to which the images are consistent with the destination brand identity.  

5.1.2 The role of social media influencers in developing and communicating destination 

brand identities 

 
Users on various social media platforms share their experiences and opinions related to desti-

nations and communicate their perceived destination brand images which are beyond the con-

trol of the DMOs and are perceived as credible and authentic to other members in their social 

networks (Költringer & Dickinger 2015). Similarly, social media influencers possess the char-

acteristics of authenticity and can be employed to communicate the distinctive elements of des-

tination brands based on their personal experiences to their established audiences. As Lund et 

al. (2018) emphasize the evolving nature of destination brand identities which are actively co-

created in the interaction of various stakeholders, the influencers participate in the process of 

refining the identity through their communication based on their interpretations. According to 

Költringer & Dickinger (2015), strong destination brand images are created when the DMO’s 

projected image is aligned with the stories created and shared by other information sources 

including influencers. Therefore, as the findings of this study show, identifying the suitable 

influencers who have the potential to reflect the DMO’s intended brand message in their created 

content while communicating it authentically to their audiences is crucial. 

The findings of this study are consistent with the findings of Bokunewicz & Shulman (2017) 

and Lou & Yuan (2019) indicating that a critical success factor of influencer campaigns is the 
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appropriate selection of influencers and the characteristics of an influencer have an effect in 

attracting DMOs to form collaborations with them. In reference to the findings of Djafarova & 

Rushworth (2017), similarly as for product and service brands, it is also necessary for destina-

tion brands to consider the type of an influencer based on how effectively he or she would 

appeal to the defined target group. When selecting a suitable influencer for a collaboration, the 

findings of this study emphasize the self-representation of the influencer, the style of the com-

munication which the influencer has with his or her followers, and how he or she has presented 

different topics and other destinations which is consistent with Stoldt et al. (2019), who suggest 

that influencers must establish themselves with the ability to produce quality content and en-

hance relationships with their followers or subscribers while maintaining a professional per-

sonal brand. Xu & Pratt (2018) propose that the perceived congruence between the influencers 

and destinations have a positive impact on the generation of favorable attitudes towards the 

advertisements and visit intentions. Similarly as the findings of this study stress the importance 

of the congruence between the destination brand and the influencer’s personal brand when com-

municating destination brands. This study supports the findings of Huertas & Marine-Roig 

(2015) and Xu & Pratt (2018) suggesting that destinations should focus on communicating 

those values associated with their brand which their target audience can identify with and the 

influencers who the DMOs have chosen to collaborate with must express and share similar 

values with the destination brand and be able to authentically communicate those to their audi-

ences. 

 

To communicate the destination brand effectively through an influencer, the skills and charac-

teristics of the influencer have an essential role. As pictures, videos and storytelling are effec-

tive tools in tourism marketing when communicating the destination brand identities on social 

media and influencing the formation of positive destination images among the target audience, 

the selection of an influencer with relevant skills becomes critical. Supporting the findings of 

Bassano et al. (2019), this study shows that storytelling implemented by influencers has a piv-

otal role in defining the reputation of a destination, improving its competitiveness and convey-

ing its meaning. Through the stories created and shared by influencers based on their personal 

experiences, the destination brands can be communicated in a way which is perceived as au-

thentic and appealing by the target audience, which also refers to the findings of Lund et al. 

(2018), stating that influencers function as storytellers determining their interpretations and 

transformations of the brand narrative on their audiences. The findings of Gravili et al. (2017) 

suggest that DMOs can provide consumers diverse and culturally appropriate experiences 
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through storytelling including credible reviews and relevant information. This study adds that 

the stories generated by influencers are more effective in reaching the intended target groups 

due to the established audiences of the influencers as well as their skills to deliver professionally 

produced stories of their lived experiences in various forms. Through storytelling in the forms 

of pictures, videos, audio, or blog posts where the influencers themselves represent the narra-

tives, the iconic functional elements of the destination can be showcased, experimental prom-

ises can be delivered, and emotional values can be described in a way which is relevant to the 

target audience.  

 

The findings of Bassano et al. (2019) emphasize the importance of storytelling in tourism in 

terms of defining the identity and enhancing the image of the tourism service systems, as well 

as enhancing the communication strategies because of the perceived attractiveness of the char-

acter of the story and the richness of the transmitted information consisting of a variety of 

meanings. This study supports these findings; stories generated by influencers add value to the 

DMOs’ communication strategies as they are effective in influencing the formation of destina-

tion images in the minds of the target audience and because of the perceived attractiveness and 

relatedness of the influencer who typically represent the character of the story. The findings of 

Djafarova & Rushworth (2017) are supported by the findings of the present study illustrating 

that influencers are perceived as relatable characters by their followers and therefore, influenc-

ers are effective communicators of destination brands, because their audience perceive them as 

relatable and trusted information sources. 

 

The findings of this study are consistent with the findings of Jin et al. (2019) indicating that the 

perceived credibility and the produced brand effect is likely to be stronger when the endorsed 

products are showcased in a natural setting and the products are consistent with the personal 

characteristics of the influencer. To effectively deliver the brand message of a destination, the 

offering of the destination must be relevant to the influencer and content featuring self-repre-

sentations, along with cues of the influencer’s personality enhance the authenticity of the com-

municated brand message. The findings of this study are also consistent with Childers et al. 

(2019), who claim that influencers are effective in enhancing credibility because they present 

and discuss brands authentically in an authentic media environment and have an established 

and trusted connection with their followers or subscribers. The findings of this study propose 

that when the aim is to emphasize certain aspects of the destination brand, collaborating with 

an influencer who is specialized in that specific area would be ideal. This is consistent with the 
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reasoning of Huertas (2018), who states that the perceived authenticity and credibility of the 

shared information and stronger destination images are likely to be formed by the audience if 

they share similar interests with the publisher of the content. This study shows that DMOs aim 

to collaborate with influencers whose interests match with the target group and the tourism 

product and service offerings of the destination.  

 

Referring to the findings of Huertas & Marine-Roig (2015), a strong engagement with the au-

dience can be created through communicating distinctive emotional values identified with the 

destination brands. The findings of this study show that through influencer marketing, DMOs 

aim to communicate the unique and distinctive aspects of their destination instead of creating 

general informative travel-related content to enhance the uniqueness of their destination. With 

influencer marketing, the DMOs can emphasize the communication of their essential brand 

themes which are strongly attached to the brand identity of their destination. For instance, if a 

destination is strongly identified with architecture, a unique archipelago, or closeness to nature, 

an influencer whose personal brand comprises the themes which the DMO aims to highlight 

with its marketing communications can effectively transmit the message. Similarly, if a desti-

nation is strongly identified with sustainability, an influencer who is profiled with exposing 

sustainable lifestyle and values can likely generate authentic and relevant content featuring the 

sustainable aspects of the destination. This study supports the findings of Kim & Lehto (2013), 

illustrating that ongoing two-way communication between the DMOs and visitors based on the 

feedback from previous and prospective visitors, will help the destinations to tailor their brand 

communications more precisely to the target groups and enhance the positioning of the desti-

nation with specific attributes. Furthermore, this study complements these findings by stating 

that the destination-related communication between an influencer and a user on social media 

provide valuable insights of how the transmitted messages are received by the target groups, 

and how the brand messages can be designed to be appealing for specified target groups by 

collaborating with influencers with various focus areas.  

Figure 8 presents the communication process of the destination brand through the influencers 

reflecting the two-step flow of communication model created by Katz (1957). Due to the inter-

active nature of social media, the communication eventually flows between all the actors pre-

sented in the figure. Based on the findings of this study, the brand message of the destination is 

first communicated to the influencers by the DMOs who provide them with an introduction to 
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the destination. The DMOs give the influencers suggestions on places to visit within the desti-

nation which have a communicative value, to ensure a consistent communication and express 

their wishes regarding the generated content. Instead of arranging the influencers a highly-

structured schedule consisting of various activities, a preferred strategy is to give the influencers 

flexibility to experience the destination themselves. This is aligned with the findings of Stoldt 

et al. (2019), who propose that highly structured press trips seldom work with social media 

influencers who seek to visit various attractions aligned with the interests of their audience and 

generate the content of the destination on their channels actively during their trips, which re-

quire flexibility and unscheduled time. Therefore, the content created and published by the in-

fluencers during and after the trip tends to be more authentic and spontaneous, showcasing the 

elements of the destination from the influencers’ perspective and based on their personal expe-

riences. The receivers of the destination brand message are represented by the audience who 

engages with the content on influencers’ social media channels by commenting, liking, sharing 

the posts, and joining into conversations related to the published content. Thus, the communi-

cation flows interactively in two ways between the sender and receiver of the message through 

the influencer, whose function is to deliver the brand message according to his or her interpre-

tation. In addition to the content featuring the destination on the influencers’ channels generat-

ing reactions and discussion, DMOs also strive to maintain a strong presence on social media 

themselves. The DMOs tend to publish content purchased from the influencers with whom they 

have collaborated, as well as communicate with the potential and current visitors on their own 

official social media channels. However, compared to the DMOs, influencers who are consid-

ered as relatable persons by their fans and followers have a stronger potential to deliver the 

destination brand messages authentically and generate meaningful conversations with their au-

dience on their own channels.  
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Figure 8. The destination brand communication process 

In the communication process, the influencer acts as a mediator who communicates the brand 

message from his or her perspective, in a way which is consistent with his or her personal brand. 

As the findings of Stoldt et al. (2019) indicate that the content created by influencers and spon-

sored by DMOs tends to be brand-oriented whilst designed to develop the influencer’s personal 

brand. Similarly, as the findings of Akgün et al. (2015) refer to the communications of travel 

companies, the findings of this study indicate that when partnering with influencers, DMOs 

should focus on the ability of an influencer to generate a specific communication style com-

prising of influential visual effects and storytelling which attract to the target audience in 

providing an optimal impression of their destination. Therefore, identifying suitable influencers 

is essential to ensure that the destination brand is communicated in a way which is aligned with 

the DMO’s objectives and the message is profiled as the DMO has intended while embodying 

the character of the message sender. However, in reference to the findings of (Uzunoğlu & 

Misci Kip 2014), it should be noted that in the social media space, the two-step flow theory 

transforms into a multi-step flow where every receiver has the potential to spread the message 

to his or her networks. Hence, a follower of an influencer is not the final respondent of the 

communicated brand message.  
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The findings of the present study are consistent with Dastgerdi & De Luca (2019), who propose 

that strengthening the city brand is a dynamic and persistent process requiring a long-term per-

spective. In terms of influencer marketing, this study suggests that forming strategic long-term 

partnerships with carefully selected influencers will bring favorable outcomes regarding com-

municating and strengthening the destination brand. Despite the fast-paced nature of social me-

dia, consistent and ongoing communications are needed as the creation of destination brand 

identities is a long-term process (Morgan et al. 2002; Sevin 2006). Similarly, the findings of 

this study show that the generation of visit intentions and the process of travel-related decision-

making takes time and requires consistent communication of the destination brand. Referring 

to the findings of Qu et al. (2011) stating that the overall destination image is perceived more 

positively by visitors who have visited the destination before compared to first time visitors, 

the findings of this study show that long-term collaborations and brand ambassadorships allow 

the influencers to form a relationship and create an attachment with the destination more effec-

tively than a single visit. Several visits to a destination enhance trust building between the des-

tination brand and the influencer, resulting in a deeper and more meaningful content of the 

influencer’s experiences with the destination brand, also ensuring consistent engagement of the 

audience with the destination-related content. In the context of branding destinations and other 

places, Fernández-Cavia et al. (2018) describe branding as communication referring to propo-

sitions and management of representations relating to identity, and emphasize the importance 

of understanding how people relate to places. With a longitudinal approach to collaborations 

with influencers, the influencers can not only show various features of the destination and cover 

different elements of the destination brands, but also convey their relatedness and increase the 

perceived trust towards the destination brand among the target audience.  

5.2 Theoretical contributions 
 

Destination brands comprise unique characteristics and differ significantly from product and 

service brands which can be controlled in terms production, marketing and distribution 

(Hankinson 2007; Skinner 2018). However, similarly as influencer marketing generates pur-

chase intentions with product and service brands, integrating influencers in destination market-

ing can generate visit intentions based on the reactions of users to the content created by influ-

encers. The place brand is co-produced by several independent organizations and co-consumed 

by various groups of consumers and advocates of the destination brands, DMOs are committed 

to construct or at least influence the brand narratives of their destination through their social 
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media activities (Hankinson 2007; Lund et al. 2018). As claimed by Qu et al. (2011) and 

Hankinson (2004), a positive and distinctive brand image which is accurately perceived by the 

visitors should be the aim of branding practices and it can be reached through delivering strong, 

unique, and positive brand associations. The findings of this study indicate that reaching the 

objectives related to communicating the distinctive characteristics of destination brands can be 

supported by utilizing influencer marketing. Referring to the findings of Huertas & Marine-

Roig (2015), demonstrating the importance of communicating the tangible and intangible ele-

ments and values associated with destination brands on social media, this study shows that these 

attributes can effectively be communicated through influencers with wide and loyal audiences 

who the DMOs could not reach with their own communication activities.  

 

Prior research has covered the communication of destination brand values on social media by 

locals and users without an influencer status, and the reactions of users on destination brand-

related content (Jabreel et al. 2018; Huertas & Marine-Roig 2015). Previous studies have ex-

amined influencer marketing in the destination context from the visitors’ perspective and shown 

that social media influencers and their congruence with their audiences can influence the atti-

tudes towards the advertising and various destinations, along with the use of an endorser can be 

a strong tool to highlight the uniqueness of a destination (Xu & Pratt 2018). This study contrib-

utes to the existing body of knowledge by providing the destination marketer’s perspective on 

the strategy of how destination brands can be communicated through collaborating with social 

media influencers, so that favorable destination images could be created in the minds of the 

target groups. Furthermore, this study illustrates how the characteristics and values of the des-

tination brand can be transmitted through the influencers. While the results of Huertas et al. 

(2017) show that the content generated by DMOs tend to lack interactivity with the audience 

and communication of the emotional brand values, this study in turn demonstrates that by col-

laborating with influencers, the intangible elements of the destination brand can be communi-

cated in a way which generates engagement and is consistent with the communication strategies 

of DMOs. Compared to previous studies (Peralta 2019; Stoldt et al. 2019; Uşakli et al. 2017; 

Xu & Pratt 2018), this study provides new insights on how collaborating with social media 

influencers add value to the marketing and branding strategies of DMOs, and is particularly 

useful to advance the knowledge of the power of utilizing influencers in destination marketing.  

As stated by Költringer & Dickinger (2015), DMOs strive to create a strong, unique, and at-

tractive destination brand identity. This study has demonstrated how DMOs integrate social 
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media influencers in their destination marketing activities with the aim to efficiently communi-

cate the various elements identified with their destination brand and strengthen the positioning 

of their destination around specific topics identified with their destination brand. According to 

Boisen et al. (2018), instead of comprehending everything that a place is, the identity refers to 

a combination of various types of identification. As illustrated by the present study, collaborat-

ing with social media influencers is an effective way to communicate the various aspects of the 

destination brand as they reflect their personal experiences and developed attachment to the 

destination in their generated content. As stated by Morgan et al. (2002), the creation of a des-

tination brand identity should not only consider the visual elements but also the creation of an 

emotional attachment between the destination and the intended target audience, which can be 

enhanced with influencer marketing as demonstrated by the current study.  

5.3 Practical implications 
 
This study provides an understanding of the implementation of influencer marketing in DMOs, 

contributing to more profound insights on how influencer marketing is being managed in DMOs 

so that it supports them in reaching their strategic objectives related to marketing and branding 

their destination. The implications of this study are especially useful for the DMOs which are 

not collaborating with influencers or have not found the suitable approach to implement influ-

encer marketing. 

 

Based on the present study, DMOs are recommended to involve influencers in the process of 

communicating and co-creating their destination brand. Influencer marketing enables DMOs to 

efficiently reach numerous target groups and enhances the positioning of the destination brand, 

highlighting the distinctive attributes identified with the destination brand by utilizing visual 

effects and impressive storytelling. Besides collaborating with international influencers who 

can access the destination with a direct connection and promote the accessibility of the destina-

tion, collaborating with a local influencer who has a strong following in a specified strategically 

important target market can also be an effective strategy to communicate the brand message of 

the destination.  

 

Instead of creating and publishing general travel related content, DMOs are suggested to im-

plement influencer marketing to communicate the unique features of their destination and high-

light the distinctive elements of their destination brand. The collaborations are suggested to be 
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created around a specific theme strongly identified with the destination brand, as the influencer 

whose personal brand is associated with the chosen theme can portray the destination with a 

specific focus such as architecture, design, or food experiences. Furthermore, when collaborat-

ing with influencers whose followers primarily consist of a certain target segment, such as fam-

ilies with children; the features, activities, and attractions in the destination which are interest-

ing to that specific segment can be emphasized with relevant content communicated by an in-

fluencer. Especially for cities which do not represent internationally well-known destinations 

and have limited resources, a suggested approach is to implement precisely targeted strategies 

and collaborate with niche influencers to efficiently deliver their destination brand message to 

their intended target groups. Before the collaborations, DMOs are suggested to provide the in-

fluencers an introduction to the core elements of their destination brand so that the influencers 

can reflect the destination brand identity in their interpretations and stories which they generate 

and publish on their social media channels.  

 

When implementing influencer marketing in DMOs, identifying and selecting appropriate in-

fluencers are critical and it should be based on the communication objectives such as: increasing 

awareness and attractiveness of the areas outside the city center; portraying the destination with 

the focus on a specific brand theme; or communicating certain values identified with the desti-

nation. When selecting the appropriate influencer for a collaboration or a campaign, the DMOs 

are suggested to focus on the style of interaction which the influencer has with his or her fol-

lowers, the engagement of the audience, how the influencer has previously generated commer-

cial content, the content creation and storytelling skills of the influencer, and the personal char-

acteristics ensuring that his or her values match with the values identified with the destination 

brand. Furthermore, developing long-term relationships with the selected influencers and 

providing them with several visits to the destination is a suggested approach for DMOs because 

it enables the influencers to create an attachment to the destination, and allows continuous and 

consistent communication with the audience. Constant communication is essential when the 

aim is to create favorable destination images and generate visit intentions because both are time-

consuming processes and require systematic reaching of the intended target groups. 
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5.4 Conclusions 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore influencer marketing in the context of cities as tourism 

destinations from the perspective of DMOs. As prior research in the field of destination mar-

keting and social media has focused on the communication originating from DMOs and social 

media users without commercial intents, a research gap was identified due to the lack of existing 

studies with the focus on content generated by influencers and sponsored by the DMOs. Fur-

thermore, the approaches to implement influencer marketing from the perspective of DMOs 

have not been covered in the previous literature. The aim of this study was to explore how 

collaborating with social media influencers support DMOs to reach their strategic objectives 

related to marketing and branding their destination, and explain the role of influencers in the 

process of communicating and developing destination brand identities. The main findings of 

this study are summarized and presented in Figure 9. 

 

 

Figure 9. Summary of the main findings 

DMOs have recognized the power of utilizing influencer marketing to communicate the dis-

tinctive characteristics of their destination brand, integrating social media influencers in their 

marketing activities to support the strategic objectives related to increasing awareness of their 

destination, strengthening the positioning of their destination brand, and ensuring the optimal 
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reach of their defined target groups. Influencer marketing is also integrated to support different 

marketing activities, such as campaigns executed together with various partners of DMOs, in-

cluding airlines and ship companies, with the aim to promote the connections to the destination. 

Instead of providing numerous influencers with single visits to the destination, the DMOs prefer 

to form more strategic long-term collaborations with carefully selected influencers whose per-

sonal brands and values align with the destination brand. A preferred strategy is to focus on 

influencers who can maintain a consistent engagement with their audiences through delivering 

their personal experiences with the featured destination and interpretations of the characteristics 

of the destination brand, while reflecting the destination brand identity in their generated con-

tent. Furthermore, the influencers themselves represent the narratives of the content as they 

often are given the freedom to explore the destination independently. Hence, the content will 

be generated spontaneously based on their personal interpretations of the destination brands and 

is relevant to the fans and followers of the influencer.  

 

The DMOs strive to identify the optimal influencers to drive their brand message through ana-

lyzing their profiles, personal characteristics, content creation skills, the style of interaction 

with their audience, and their potential to create relevant content of their destination to their 

target groups. Because of the ongoing interactivity occurring on social media and the audience’s 

perceived relatedness and relationships with the influencers, the posts typically generate en-

gagement in various forms of user reactions which provide valuable information for the DMOs 

regarding the performance of the collaborations.  

 

The influencers are considered to have a strong potential to emphasize the distinctiveness of 

destination brands through their generated visual and written storytelling. Instead of publishing 

content providing an overall description of the destination, DMOs prefer the influencers to por-

tray the destination with the focus on a specific theme identified with the destination brand, 

aligned with the interests and characteristics of their specified target group in their strategically 

important target market. Based on the findings of this study, the collaborations with social me-

dia influencers support the DMOs’ marketing and branding strategies optimally when the con-

tent created by the influencers reflect both tangible and intangible characteristics and the core 

values identified with the destination brand which the target audience can relate to.  
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This study contributes to the existing literature by examining influencer marketing in the con-

text of destination marketing and utilizing social media influencers to communicate destination 

brands, which differ significantly from product and service brands. Furthermore, this study 

contributes to the existing body of knowledge on utilizing social media in destination market-

ing, by providing the perspective of DMOs on implementation influencer marketing as a part 

of their marketing strategies. In addition, this study provides useful implications for destination 

marketers regarding the approaches and practices of collaborating with social media influenc-

ers.  

5.5 Limitations and future research 
 
Influencer marketing is an emerging area of research especially in the context of tourism desti-

nations. While this study advances the understanding of implementing influencer marketing as 

a part of marketing strategies in DMOs and utilizing the content created by social media influ-

encers as a part of the destination brand communications of DMOs, this study has some limita-

tions which must be considered and could be addressed in future research. 

 

This study was conducted in a specific geographical context as the case DMOs were represented 

by the DMOs of the Nordic and Baltic cities, which systematically and strategically implement 

influencer marketing. Even though the selected cases allow an international setting for this 

study, they form a relatively specific sample with similar characteristics. Therefore, the gener-

alizability of the findings to other DMOs representing different types of urban destinations is 

limited and future research is needed to explore influencer marketing with a more extensive 

international sample. On the other hand, qualitative research is typically performed with small 

samples (Lee & Lings 2008, 216). Furthermore, previous studies on destination marketing on 

social media has been conducted as single case studies with the focus on a single destination 

(Lim et al. 2012; Lund et al. 2018; Mariani et al. 2016; Peralta 2019; Wenger 2008). As the 

cases of this study consisted of DMOs representing cities, future research should examine in-

fluencer marketing in national and regional tourism organizations.   

 

Another limitation is that the perspective of DMOs was taken for this study and the use of 

influencers to communicate destination brands was studied from the DMOs’ point of view. 

Prior research (Dickinger & Lalicic 2016; Költringer & Dickinger 2015; Lalicic et al. 2019; 
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Huertas & Marine-Roig 2015) has analyzed the destination brand-related communication gen-

erated by users and user reactions to destination brand-related content by utilizing various types 

of content analysis. In the future, similar approaches are needed to analyze to what extent the 

tangible and intangible elements of destination brands are present in the sponsored content cre-

ated by social media influencers, and the contributions of user reactions to the sponsored con-

tent generated by influencers. Finally, as influencer marketing in the context of destinations 

refers to a collaboration agreement between the DMO and influencer, there is significant po-

tential for future research to study the communication of destination brands and approaches to 

collaborating with DMOs from the influencers’ perspective. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1. The interview Guide 
 
General  

- The interviewee’s role / title in the organization 
- How many years of experience of working with influencer marketing  

 
Influencer marketing approaches / practices  

- When did your organization begin implementing influencer marketing? 
- How actively do you execute influencer campaigns? (monthly or annually) 
- What is included in a typical influencer campaign? (e.g. is it a comprehensive press trip, 

free accommodation / flights & do you also offer payment in addition to these)  
- Do you have control over the produced content?  
- How do you select the influencers? What kind of a criteria do you use? 
- How do you find the suitable influencers? (Do you work with some agencies?)  
- What kind of influencers are the most optimal for promoting your destination?  

 
Influencer marketing as a part of your organizations marketing strategy  

- What are the main goals regarding marketing your destination? 
- How does influencer marketing help you to reach these goals? 
- How important influencer marketing is within your marketing strategy? 
- What is the value that influencer marketing adds to your marketing mix?  
- What is the target group that you aim to reach with influencer campaigns? 
- What kind of objectives do you have for influencer campaigns? 
- Which KPIs or such do you use to analyse the results?  
- Can you describe one or few successful influencer campaigns that you have executed?  
- Have you faced some challenges with influencer campaigns? What kind of?  

 
Communicating the destination brand through the influencers  

- Which factors of your destination brand do you highlight in your marketing strategy? 
- What kind of an image you aim to communicate of your destination? 
- In your opinion, how these factors or themes are reflected by the influencers you have  
- collaborated with? 
- What factors or characteristics of your destination should be addressed to highlight the  
- distinctiveness of your destination? 
- Based on your experience and observations, what kind of elements, characteristics or  
- themes of your destination the influencers usually communicate? 
- To what extent do they focus on attractions, activities, the general atmosphere? 
- In your opinion, how has the content created and published by the influencers you have 

collaborated with contributed to strengthening the brand of your destination?  


