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Social media has transformed human interaction and the information society in various ways. 

Nowadays, many people use social media platforms instead of search engines when 

searching for information. Travel content is among the most popular topics on platforms 

such as Instagram, as influential users share recommendations and experiences from 

different destinations and cultures. While such content can be useful for travel influencers’ 

audiences, it also raises questions concerning responsibility and the environmental impacts 

of frequent travel. This thesis aims to understand tensions emerging from travel influencers’ 

profession, focusing on issues of responsibility and sustainability, and including both 

influencer and follower perspectives.  

The study is implemented through interviews with three Finnish travel influencers and a 

qualitative survey of Finnish travel influencers’ followers, both of which were conducted in 

the spring of 2026. Through a thematic analysis, it identifies central themes in influencers’ 

and followers’ perceptions of ethics and responsibility. 

The findings indicate that both travel influencers and their followers value open and 

transparent communication when it comes to responsibility and sustainability, and recognise 

the challenges in an unregulated profession. Sustainable travel in influencers’ social media 

content is based on education and raising awareness of cultures, societies and environmental 

options to travel. While travel influencers’ followers set high expectations on influencers’ 

social media presence, they also perceive responsibility as every individual’s obligation. In 

the eyes of followers, sustainable travel culminates in social sustainability – that is, 

respecting cultures, people and localness – rather than environmental sustainability.  
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Sosiaalinen media on muuttanut ihmisten välistä vuorovaikutusta ja tietoyhteiskuntaa monin 

tavoin. Nykyään monet käyttävät sosiaalisen median alustoja hakukoneiden sijaan etsiessään 

tietoa. Matkailusisältö kuuluu suosituimpiin aiheisiin esimerkiksi Instagramin kaltaisilla 

alustoilla, sillä vaikutusvaltaiset käyttäjät jakavat suosituksiaan ja kokemuksiaan eri 

matkakohteista ja kulttuureista. Vaikka tällainen sisältö voi olla hyödyllistä 

matkailuvaikuttajien yleisölle, se herättää myös kysymyksiä vastuullisuudesta sekä jatkuvan 

matkustamisen ympäristövaikutuksista. Tämän tutkielman tavoitteena on ymmärtää 

matkailuvaikuttajien ammattiin liittyviä jännitteitä keskittyen vastuullisuuskysymyksiin ja 

kestävyyteen, huomioiden niin vaikuttajien kuin seuraajien näkökulmat. 

Tutkimus toteutettiin kolmen suomalaisen matkailuvaikuttajan haastatteluilla ja laadullisella 

kyselytutkimuksella suomalaisten matkailuvaikuttajien seuraajille. Aineisto kerättiin 

keväällä 2026. Temaattisen analyysin avulla tutkimuksessa tunnistettiin keskeisiä teemoja 

vaikuttajien ja seuraajien käsityksissä etiikasta ja vastuullisuudesta. 

Tutkimustulokset osoittavat, että sekä matkailuvaikuttajat että heidän seuraajansa arvostavat 

avointa ja läpinäkyvää viestintää vastuullisuuden ja kestävyyden suhteen sekä tunnistavat 

säännöstelemättömän ammatin haasteet. Kestävä matkailu vaikuttajien sosiaalisen median 

sisällössä perustuu tiedon jakamiseen ja tietoisuuden lisäämiseen kulttuureista, 

yhteiskunnista ja ympäristöystävällisistä tavoista matkustaa. Vaikka matkailuvaikuttajien 

seuraajat asettavat korkeat odotukset vaikuttajien sosiaalisen median läsnäololle, he myös 

näkevät vastuullisuuden jokaisen yksilön velvollisuutena. Seuraajien näkökulmasta kestävä 

matkailu kiteytyy ennen kaikkea sosiaaliseen kestävyyteen, eli kulttuurien, ihmisten ja 

paikallisuuden kunnioittamiseen, ennemmin kuin ympäristön kestävyyteen. 
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1  Introduction 

Digitalisation and social media have changed human interaction and behaviour in multiple 

ways. Among others, social media platforms have offered a convenient environment for 

advertisers since they gained popularity in the late 2000s. One of the most rapidly growing 

forms of social media marketing appears to be influencer marketing (Serazio & Duffy 2018; 

Mahapatra et al. 2025), where advertisers have discovered the benefits of ‘digital word of 

mouth’ and the potential of social media influencers – their networks, personal brand and 

credibility among followers. Social media influencers are understood as people who have 

power over other social media users, while the concept of influencer marketing relates to 

consumers perceiving these influencers as trustworthy information sources, which 

consequently impacts their purchasing decisions and attitudes (Yesiloglu & Costello 2021). 

Influencer marketing today is estimated to approach nearly 33 billion U.S. dollars in market 

size worldwide (Statista 2025).  

One industry that has significantly transformed due to social media and influencers is 

tourism (see e.g. Mahapatra et al. 2025; Saini et al. 2024). On visually oriented platforms 

such as Instagram, aesthetically pleasing travel images attract audiences and encourage them 

to aspire to similar destinations and experiences (Xu et al. 2024). Influencers who specialise 

in travel content may recommend hotels, attractions, activities, and restaurants, or even 

represent entire cultures, thus increasing the attention of specific destinations and boosting 

tourism in these locations. While these online recommendations may simplify people’s 

travel planning, the influencers’ excessive travelling can also result in backlash, such as envy 

or environmental worry (Xu et al. 2024).  

This thesis focuses on one group of social media influencers, that is, travel influencers. The 

research contributes to the tension mentioned above: how travel influencers mediate travel 

narratives and content practices towards their audiences, and what kind of interaction guides 

both influencers’ and followers’ actions. Interaction on social media is multidirectional by 

nature and differs from the linear models of traditional media (Kılıçarslan & Caber 2026; 

Peiró-Signes et al. 2025): while information, ideas and opinions are exchanged in social 

networks through liking, sharing and commenting (Li et al. 2024), the boundaries between 
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different groups are blurred, enabling the emergence of ‘new forms of sociality’ (Asan 2022; 

Jeong et al. 2019).  

1.1  Research purpose and justification 

Travel influencers and their social media presence have been studied from various 

perspectives. Saini et al. (2024) have interviewed travel influencers on sustainable tourism 

to identify features from their professional practices. These features include, among others, 

responsible behaviour, where the influencers have recognised the importance of sustainable 

and economic development and the well-being of the residents in travel destinations (Saini 

et al. 2024). Moreover, Mahapatra et al. (2025) have studied the reasons behind followers’ 

behaviour when it comes to consuming travel influencers’ content. Binder (2024) has 

explored Finnish social media influencers’ responsibility conceptions on their work, and the 

raised themes cover, among others, avoiding the dissemination of misinformation, the 

valuation of partnerships, and general exemplariness towards audiences.  

The studies mentioned above do not directly address how travel influencers and their 

audiences themselves perceive sustainability and ethical responsibility in relation to travel 

content. Existing research focuses mainly either on influencers’ professional practices, 

audience engagement or broader conceptions of responsibility, and rather emphasises 

strategic or economic benefits for influencers and tourism businesses (e.g. Boukis et al. 

2025; Mahapatra et al. 2025). Consequently, less attention has been given to how 

sustainability and responsibility in an environmental context are understood and evaluated 

by both influencers and their followers. Therefore, this thesis addresses the following 

research problem: while travel influencers inspire audiences through the content of their 

lifestyles, these practices also raise concerns regarding environmental sustainability and 

responsibility. The research aims to fill the gap by studying both audience perceptions of 

travel content and influencers’ own input on sustainable and ethical communication on 

Instagram. By bringing these perspectives together, the study explores the dynamics between 

influencers and their audiences around the sustainability topic. 

The purpose of this thesis is to understand the ethical tensions emerging from travel 

influencers’ profession, focusing on how they perceive and justify issues of responsibility 

and sustainability. In addition, the study involves followers’ perspectives of how travel 
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content is interpreted and how influencer–audience dynamics appear. By exploring travel 

influencers’ awareness of the underlying ethical dimensions of their profession, as well as 

the factors that build or break trust among eco-conscious audiences, the study aims to 

provide insights into more ethical and effective communication practices when it comes to 

responsibility and sustainability. The findings contribute to a better understanding of 

influencer–audience relationships in the context of sustainable travel and offer practical 

suggestions for improving audience engagement and credibility. 

The research focuses on Finnish travel influencers, while the broader research field includes 

social media influencers and their communication. It considers how audiences cognitively 

and emotionally process influencers’ messages – for instance, how perceived authenticity 

and social proof affect the credibility and persuasive power of sustainable travel narratives. 

Furthermore, these aspects are reflected through the cognitive dissonance theory (e.g. Jeong 

et al. 2019; Melo et al. 2025), to gain an understanding of audience perceptions and their 

potential relation to behavioural outcomes, such as the thoughts between travel aspiration 

and responsibility. Additionally, the moral responsibility theory (e.g. Fischer 1999; Talbert 

2025) is utilised in examining travel influencers’ choices regarding their content production 

practices – for instance, in a situation where they might balance between creating 

inspirational content and setting a good example. The study is implemented through 

interviews with three Finnish travel influencers and a qualitative survey of Finnish travel 

influencers’ followers, both of which were conducted in the spring of 2026. Through a 

thematic analysis (Juhila 2021a), it identifies central themes in influencers’ self-perceptions 

and audience interpretations, revealing how ethics and responsibility are discussed within 

social media contexts.  

1.2  Research objectives 

This research has two objectives. First, the aim is to understand the reciprocal perceptions 

of Finnish travel influencers’ content on Instagram: how these influencers view their content 

production practices regarding responsibility and sustainability, and how their followers 

perceive and respond to this content. Second, the goal is to analyse audience trust and 

sustainability-oriented attitudes that travel content stimulates among the followers. Based on 

these objectives, the research questions guiding this study are the following: 
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How Finnish travel influencers and their followers perceive responsibility, sustainable 

travel, and influencer impact within social media communication? 

a) How do Finnish travel influencers justify the ethics and sustainability of their 

profession and content production? 

b) How do audiences perceive and respond to influencers’ travel content in relation to 

trust, scepticism and experiences of cognitive dissonance?  

The structure of the thesis is the following: the second chapter reviews the existing literature 

on travel influencers and the tourism industry, eventually reflecting their profession from 

ethical and sustainable perspectives. The third chapter presents the research methods: data 

collection through interviews and a survey, a description of the data, thematic analysis based 

on coding, and research ethics. In the fourth chapter, the findings are analysed based on the 

research questions. Thematic analysis presents six main themes emerging from the data: 

‘travel influencers’ self-perceptions of responsibility’, ‘justifying ethics and sustainability’, 

‘audience perceptions of travel influencers’ responsibility’, ‘content that builds trust’, 

‘content that creates scepticism’, and ‘audience responses to travel content’. Finally, the 

discussion offers an overview of the travel influencer–follower relationship and both of their 

sustainability conceptions regarding social media travel content. In addition, the research 

findings are reflected on the themes in the literature, as well as the theoretical frameworks. 

The thesis concludes with a summary of the key findings and an evaluation of the research 

success, as well as limitations and considerations for further research.  
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2  Travel influencers, audience dynamics and sustainability 

communication on social media 

As social media has become an integral part of our everyday communication in modern 

society, it also marks a turning point in opinion-shaping in recent history. While real-time 

online communication is significantly faster and reaches audiences more efficiently 

compared to traditional mass communication, social media has also been recognised for its 

strong influence on the public (Yesiloglu & Costello 2021). When examining the public’s 

behaviour, several psychological processes in online environments are widely recognised 

among scholars. For example, authentic and relatable social media content can influence 

audiences’ purchasing decisions, while politicians’ active social media presence and political 

influence more broadly have been proven to affect voting behaviour, as well as donating 

practices to follow NGOs’ online campaigns (Yesiloglu & Costello 2021).  

Yesiloglu & Costello (2021, 20) describe social media as “an interactive environment for 

every user where they have equal opportunities to view or create any content in any form”. 

Through social media platforms’ content creation possibilities, these digital environments 

have enabled ‘regular’ people to become famous due to their networking practices and 

content sharing. These ‘media personas’, ‘creators’ or ‘influencers’ in the social media 

context are commonly associated with the power to shape their followers’ opinions and 

behaviour by information sharing, recommendations and engagement on different platforms 

(Yesiloglu & Costello 2021). 

While purchasing, voting, and donating decisions represent relatively direct forms of 

influence between influential actors and social media users, individuals’ online behaviour 

also involves several psychological dimensions, such as self-presentation (Swani & 

Labrecque 2020), social comparison (Xu et al. 2025), community formation and emotion 

regulation (Anderson et al. 2024). Online environments provide an effortless space for users 

to manage how they want to be seen – they can choose what to show or hide from their 

followers and control the narratives they desire to represent (Swani & Labrecque 2020). As 

self-presentation plays a crucial role in building influencers’ personal brand, it is common 

for regular social media users to compare themselves with others, especially public figures, 

by evaluating their own abilities, lifestyles or social status in relation to them (Xu et al. 2025) 
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and thereby shape an understanding of themselves and their interpersonal relations. While 

these behavioural patterns might draw content producers and consumers apart from each 

other, a sense of community remains one of the basic needs that social media platforms aim 

to fulfil (Anderson et al. 2024) and creates a foundation for influencers’ profession. In 

addition to fostering a sense of community based on shared interests and identities, online 

content is often used to manage emotional states, such as providing a mental escape from 

the real world (Anderson et al. 2024).  

2.1  Influencer culture 

Social media platforms are founded on their user bases and communication between the 

users, which is why a closer examination of the relationship between regular users and 

influencers is important. Social media influencers can be defined as “influential opinion 

leaders” (Martínez-López et al. 2020, 579) who have gained a significant online audience 

(followers) and consequently, have monetised their content production (Reinikainen et al. 

2020). Utilising influencers in marketing communications is considered more efficient 

compared to celebrity-based advertising, since they have developed a strong bond with their 

followers, giving an impression of a close connection between them (Belanche et al. 2021). 

Over time, influencers have either accidentally or intentionally built communities that reflect 

their personal interests and values. This like-mindedness builds trust among the audience 

and leads to followers considering influencers’ advice and recommendations as honest and 

reliable (Pradhan et al. 2021).  

Since social media is a part of many people’s daily lives and acts as an inspiration and 

information source for numerous users, influencers are at the centre of helping users with 

their purchasing decisions, for instance (Martínez-López et al. 2020). In many cases, 

influencers can become ‘trend-setters’ after recommending a product or service, causing a 

wave of public interest and imitation, leading to consumer demand and engagement among 

their audiences. Examples of trends set by influencers would be viral pistachio-filled 

chocolate bars called ‘Dubai chocolate’, and collectable, monster-like Labubu dolls. Both of 

these products gained global popularity through social media and led to surging prices and 

manufacturing shortages (Thorpe 2025; Wang & Hancock 2025).  
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According to Yesiloglu & Costello (2021), influencers utilise the following principles of 

influence power: consistency, reciprocation, social proof, authority, liking and scarcity. 

They regularly post discounts, tips or recommendations in order to create routines for their 

followers to expect and commit to. These actions stand for a strategy of consistency. 

Moreover, influencers often share or comment on each other’s content as a way of circulating 

favours, which represents reciprocation as paying back for a favour. Social proof refers to 

actions appearing more reasonable, justified or morally acceptable when they are commonly 

performed by others – for example, if influencers with large follower counts post sponsored 

content without clearly claiming it, the practice in question might accidentally become the 

norm. The authority principle means that people are more likely to approve messages if they 

are proposed by trustworthy sources. Many influencers ask their followers to like their 

content or follow and subscribe to their channels, which relates to the audience liking the 

individual whose content they are consuming. Lastly, scarcity implies that opportunities 

become more valuable when the availability is limited – for instance, if only the chosen few 

influencers represent a brand as a partnership, its services might appear more attractive to 

the audience. These six principles emerge clearly in influencers’ practices and strategies, 

targeting their audiences and understanding means of persuasion. (Yesiloglu & Costello 

2021.) 

The development of influencer marketing as a concept is closely related to one of the core 

elements of social media marketing: earned media. Networks and word-of-mouth promotion 

can create online attention by videos or reviews ‘going viral’, and this way boost brands’ 

visibility organically (Serazio & Duffy 2018). This type of media attention is perceived as 

authentic and outside of brands’ strategies, which is why it is understood as more convincing 

than conventional marketing. However, earned media does not necessarily remain merely 

unexpected (Serazio & Duffy 2018) – companies worldwide send their products to 

influencers hoping for a favourable review in exchange. Since influencers are not paid for 

advertising the products, the outcome is assumed authentic and, as a result, it attracts greater 

audience interest (Serazio & Duffy 2018).  

Along with public relations (PR) packages or services that influencers are receiving free of 

charge, companies have united with influencers and integrated them as part of their 

marketing strategies – paying influencers for promoting the brand as part of different 

campaigns, creating product collaborations or long-term partnerships with influencers, to 
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mention a few. The measures rely on influencers’ relatability as well as their personal brand, 

which they have carefully curated in order to reach a specific audience (Yesiloglu & Costello 

2021). In the best-case scenario, the sponsored content that influencers create fits among 

their social media platform’s other posts, resembling organic content.  

As Gössling (2019, 10) summarises, influencers “have great importance in shaping moral 

and social norms regarding acceptable and desirable forms of consumption”. This power of 

influence goes both ways – influencers can bring about changes in their audiences through 

their content and example, but it may also cause negative effects. For example, followers’ 

physical and mental health, as well as economic and social well-being, could be affected 

through influencer marketing (Ekinci et al. 2025). Ekinci et al. (2025) have compiled these 

potential negative impacts of social media influencers into six categories. Promoting harmful 

products, such as alcohol, can increase their consumption; disseminating misinformation of 

vaccines may cause panic; setting unrealistic beauty standards might lead to a weakened 

body image; fostering comparison culture may increase both influencers’ and followers’ 

anxiety and depression; fostering misleading consumption practices can cause financial 

losses and endanger consumers; and gaining data from followers can be seen as problematic 

in terms of data privacy (Ekinci et al. 2025).  

When it comes to influencer authenticity, it is often viewed as the core characteristic of 

influencers’ power, yet it might simultaneously involve commercial limits and moral 

obligations, for instance. True authenticity is rarely associated with external financial gains, 

but rather with internal passion of influencers (Xu et al. 2024; Manthiou et al. 2024). 

Situations in which audiences can sense a brand to exert control over an influencer are 

suggested to diminish the influencer’s perceived authenticity (Pradhan et al. 2023). 

Moreover, influencer authenticity can be evaluated through sincerity: influencers who flatter 

their audience or brag about things are often perceived as offending followers’ autonomy, 

which may lead to experiences of insincerity (Xu et al. 2024). 

After investigating the principles of influence power in the social media context and touching 

on the topic of influencer marketing, the power of social media influencers can be 

summarised into four characteristics: opinion leadership, source credibility, the relationship 

between influencers and followers, and authenticity (Manthiou et al. 2024). These 

characteristics demonstrate that influence does not merely consist of reach or visibility, but 

represents ongoing interaction, trust-building and shared values. The characteristics operate 
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together, as perceived authenticity strengthens source credibility, while ongoing relationship 

development between influencers and followers increases the influence power. Thus, besides 

promoting products or services, influencers also act as agents of meanings, norms and 

lifestyles within their communities. A wider understanding of influencer power is 

particularly relevant in contexts where personal experience, identity and ethical 

considerations are central, such as travel-related content, where influencers simultaneously 

shape aspirations, expectations, and evaluations of destinations and practices (Manthiou et 

al. 2024; Xu et al. 2024). 

2.2  Travel influencers and the tourism industry 

Travel influencers are those focused on producing travel-related content and have an 

essential role in motivating and affecting their audience’s travel decisions (Saini et al. 2024). 

Travel influencers operate at the intersection of the tourism industry and social media content 

creation, so it is useful to understand some basics about the industry in the influencer context. 

Tourism represents one of the largest industries in the world by its business volume (UN 

Tourism n.d.) and plays a significant role in country development both socially and 

economically, particularly in developing countries (Pongponrat 2022). The major growth in 

the tourism sector increases diversification and competition among destinations, bringing 

multiple benefits in employment, businesses, construction, agriculture and 

telecommunications (UN Tourism n.d.; Pongponrat 2022). The tourism industry and 

destinations are constantly developing to meet travellers’ needs, and in the digital age, 

innovations in services, technology and digital transformation play key roles in ensuring the 

continuity of this development (Pongponrat 2022).  

As the tourism industry is increasingly focused on digital improvements, travel influencers 

can be perceived in a central position in this development. The economic role of travel 

influencers relates to promoting destinations and their accommodations, restaurants and 

activities, along with partnerships with airlines. These types of collaborations between 

service providers and influencers are often paid partnerships, where travel brands utilise 

influencers’ power to raise brand awareness and visibility (Boukis et al. 2025), enabling 

travelling as the main livelihood for some influencers. The requests for commercial 

collaborations might also originate from influencers themselves, as they can produce content 
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in exchange for free accommodation, for example (Boukis et al. 2025). According to 

Mahapatra et al. (2025), influencers impact tourism considerably through their 

recommendations and encouragements to travel, which often affect followers’ travel 

decisions. Travel influencers’ powerful social media presence may increase specific areas’ 

reputation, and in this way, boost the economy of these destinations (Mahapatra et al. 2025).  

Travel influencers’ work includes touring around the world and cultures while creating posts 

on their online channels. Examining influencers from the tourism industry’s perspective is 

particularly interesting because travel influencers are in an advantageous position when it 

comes to gaining new followers. Travel planning requires comprehensive information 

gathering, such as accommodation seeking and journey scheduling, which directs travellers 

to search for travel tips from online channels (Mahapatra et al. 2025). Furthermore, travel 

influencers are the ones to visualise a journey for their followers prior to its purchase 

(Manthiou et al. 2024), which attracts new followers.  

When it comes to visual storytelling, Instagram, as a social media platform, offers users 

various methods in fulfilling oneself. The platform is described as one of the most important 

channels for travel influencers due to its possibilities in marketing and experiencing travel 

destinations (Babu et al. 2024; Peiró-Signes et al. 2025). Instagram’s platform logic focuses 

on visuals, real-time updates and social interaction between users, making it an effective tool 

for inspiring travel plans (Babu et al. 2024; Yılmazdoğan et al. 2021). For example, with 

Instagram’s Stories functionality, influencers can share their travel experiences as they 

happen, which can create an immediate impact on their followers (Babu et al. 2024). In the 

travel influencer context, Instagram does not serve only as a communication channel, but a 

platform that shapes travellers’ identities through visual narratives and constant interaction. 

These identities relate to travellers’ images of different cultures, lifestyles and values, which 

travel influencers can shape through their communication and thereby play a symbolic role 

in their profession. In addition to marketing destinations and services, influencers educate 

their followers regarding issues of tourism locations, cultural narratives, local environment 

and authenticity (Saini et al. 2024), which together form cultural meanings. Through digital 

platforms, influencers are able to create imageries of destinations by framing their content 

and building a narrative out of their personal experience – this way defining social norms 

around travel behaviour (Saini et al. 2024), such as normalising frequent travel as culturally 

desirable. 
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Influencer-driven travel culture has, however, also been subject to criticism. Individuals’ 

travel behaviour has varied throughout time, depending on the economy or the global 

situation, among others. People choose their travel destination based on the time of their 

travel, the destination’s price level, its distance, safety, general recommendations and current 

trends. While tourism has consistently functioned as a commercial field, travel influencers 

have completely transformed the industry (Babu et al. 2024). Influencers are approachable 

role models to their followers, who can create a vision of purchasing a trip to the same 

destination, only for a sense of belonging (Xu et al. 2025). This type of rationalising can be 

seen as unsustainable, as these tourists’ reasons for travel might originate from outside their 

own objectives. Excessive travelling has led to overtourism in some destinations, which is 

also one of the reasons for recent critiques towards influencer-driven travel culture (Saini et 

al. 2024). A UNESCO-listed village of Hallstatt in Austria is a prime example of 

overtourism: it has only 800 permanent residents, but over 10,000 tourists visit the village 

daily – leading to protests by the locals due to skyrocketing prices, extreme queues and 

unreasonable noise levels (Leahy 2023). Of course, travel influencers are not the main cause 

for overtourism; travelling has gotten easier and more accessible due to urbanisation, 

mobility (UN Tourism et al. 2018) and digitalisation. For example, transportation is easier 

than ever with Google Maps, and with Airbnb, accommodations are more reasonably priced 

compared to hotels.  

Commercialisation of travelling, especially through influencers, also brings challenges to 

travel destinations’ cultural identity and authenticity (Babu et al. 2024). When tourist income 

is viewed as more important than cultural heritage, the exceptional travel content created by 

influencers might affect the traditions of those communities (Babu et al. 2024). This 

development may lead to treating destinations merely as aesthetic changes of scenery, 

preceding the commodification of experiences, nature, and cultural narratives (Saini et al. 

2024). The homogenisation of tourism experiences reduces the uniqueness of travel 

destinations – for instance, beaches in Thailand or Iceland’s landscapes have suffered from 

environmental problems due to suddenly increased tourism resulting from popular 

influencers’ social media content (Saini et al. 2024).  

Another source of criticism related to travel influencers is their carbon footprint due to 

frequent flying (Björkvall & Westberg 2021), which has been identified as the second most 

climate-intensive personal activity (Hernandez & Composto 2025). As influencers can be 
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considered equal to celebrities (Gössling 2019), people might be more eager to judge them 

for their choices, but also follow poor examples. Björkvall & Westberg (2021) have 

examined celebrities’ lifestyles that focus on frequent air travel, as these public figures can 

be seen as responsible not only for their own emissions, but also for encouraging others to 

fly through their social media content. However, carbon emissions from air traffic originate 

from many sources, such as air freight, commercial aviation, military flights (Finavia n.d.) 

and air commuters. Thus, travel influencers form a very small proportion of these carbon 

emissions globally. 

2.3  Audience perceptions and relationships with travel influencers 

To be influenced by someone, audiences must relate to the influencer on a personal and 

psychological level. Social media acts as an abstract meeting place for people, which is the 

reason why plenty of small nuances of communication get missed compared to real-life 

interaction: for example, the use of emojis in text can easily result in misunderstandings. 

Social media platforms have also enabled connections between ordinary people and 

celebrities (Yılmazdoğan et al. 2021): by following celebrities and influencers on social 

media channels, individuals can like and comment on their posts and send them private 

messages, and this way gradually form a sense of acquaintanceship or even friendship with 

them. This one-sided illusion is called a parasocial relationship (Horton & Wohl 1956), 

where individuals perceive media personalities as emotionally close. Parasocial relationships 

contribute to followers’ positive perceptions towards influencers and their content since they 

consider them as someone they know. For instance, parasocial interaction between followers 

and influencers may increase the audience’s enjoyment and concentration on the content and 

positively affect message reception (Reinikainen et al. 2020). 

According to Yılmazdoğan et al. (2021), parasocial relationships and source credibility 

(trustworthiness, attractiveness and expertise) relate to each other and affect individuals’ 

travel intention. Source credibility as a concept in the social media environment can be 

defined as the level at which the audience perceives the authenticity, honesty and social 

appeal of the influencer, as well as their content’s information quality (Yılmazdoğan et al. 

2021). From an audience perspective, authenticity and transparency are often decisive 

features in evaluating travel influencers and their content (Mahapatra et al. 2025; Saini et al. 
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2024). Moreover, unplanned organic content is usually perceived as genuine compared to 

sponsorships, and it increases followers’ engagement while reducing concerns of 

manipulation (Mahapatra et al. 2025).  

While Yesiloglu & Costello (2021) present six principles of influence power, Manthiou et 

al. (2024) have summarised the influence of travel influencers on social media into five 

dimensions: inspiration, authenticity, attractiveness, content expertise and trustworthiness. 

Inspiration relates to travel influencers’ ability to create travel destinations appealing for 

their followers. For audiences, influencer authenticity may appear as sharing detailed content 

from their daily lives, making the creator feel like a ‘peer’ or ‘friend’. Followers might see 

an authentic influencer acting out of a genuine passion instead of merely for financial gain. 

Attractiveness can be perceived not only through visually pleasing content but also through 

the way of communication, such as personal and unique presentations. Content expertise 

relates to travel influencers’ status as ‘travel experts’ who provide valuable and practical 

information in their content. Lastly, trustworthiness refers to followers’ beliefs in 

influencers’ honesty, objectivity and reliability. It is often built on reciprocity – an ongoing 

interaction and the expertise proved by the influencer. (Manthiou et al. 2024.)  

Although influencers are excellent intermediaries in making business, their social media 

presence is not always about money. At first, influencers are often regular social media users 

who share their life as a hobby – whether it is related to fashion, cosmetics, food, music, 

sports or travelling – and gradually turn it into a business when they reach a certain number 

of followers. Some influencers value the bond they have created with their audience before 

starting to monetise their content and want to maintain the relationships in question by 

sharing their everyday thoughts and feelings. For example, influencers expressing their true 

feelings and opinions with followers (Reinikainen et al. 2020) may indicate mutual closeness 

with the audience. According to Yılmazdoğan et al. (2021), parasocial relationships 

represent a mediating role in influencer–audience interaction, as the trustworthiness and 

expertise of an influencer can increase travel intentions specifically because of the parasocial 

interaction they foster. As already stated above, authenticity and the influencer–follower 

relationships result in influencer credibility, which in turn impacts audience perceptions 

either positively or negatively.  

While influencers have become the admiration of many social media users, their profession 

still provokes scepticism among audiences. Generation Z, for example, is highly aware of 
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influencer marketing on social media and expects responsibility in terms of information 

dissemination (Pradhan et al. 2023). Furthermore, misleading partnerships or presenting 

unlikely or unsustainable lifestyles might lead to ignoring or unfollowing influencers 

(Pradhan et al. 2023). Holding onto the personal brand influencers have built, and 

accordingly producing content and collaborations, seems important for the audience when it 

comes to maintaining their trust and credibility towards influencers (Kim et al. 2023). 

Audience scepticism can also relate to the mere irritation of advertising (Kim et al. 2023) 

when followers expect genuine and personal content.  

In conclusion, (travel) influencer culture, audience perceptions and the dynamics between 

influencers and followers involve various concepts. Table 1 shows the most essential 

terminology in a comparative format, where shared concepts between influencers and 

followers are presented from different positions: what influencers communicate, how 

audiences evaluate and respond to them, and what reciprocal engagement is. 

Table 1. Comparative dynamics between travel influencers and followers 

Influencers Shared concepts Audience 

Self-presentation Authenticity Trust 

Commercial content Transparency Scepticism 

Sustainability claims Responsibility Behavioural influence 

Content expertise Credibility Parasocial attachment 

2.4  Cognitive dissonance theory 

In addition to scepticism, audiences can feel a variety of other emotions about (travel) 

influencers’ content – admiration, identification, inspiration, attachment, confusion or 

distrust, for instance. These emotions may vary or exist simultaneously. Typically, the 

followers of travel influencers are also travellers themselves, and seek inspiration, tips or 

discounts from the influencers. However, in the sustainability context, attitudes regarding 

travelling might cause feelings of mental discomfort, which can be investigated more closely 

through the theory of cognitive dissonance: when individuals experience several 

contradicting cognitions, such as thoughts, beliefs, values or behaviour, they seek to reduce 

this cognitive dissonance by changing either their attitudes or actions (e.g. De Vos et al. 

2020; Jeong et al. 2019; McDonald et al. 2015; Melo et al. 2025). To put it in other words, 
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people’s psychological representations of their behavioural patterns and approaches usually 

exist in harmony, and disharmony stimulates to cognitive adjustments to restore harmony 

(McDonald et al. 2025). According to McDonald et al. (2025, 1504), “cognitive dissonance 

theory offers insight into the conditions that need to be met in order for cognitive dissonance 

around a specific inconsistency to occur”. 

The structure of the cognitive dissonance theory is often defined as a three-stage process, 

where the first stage is cognitive inconsistency between an individual’s behaviour and 

attitudes, working as a trigger (Melo et al. 2025). The second stage is the psychological state 

of dissonance that emerges from ongoing inconsistency, characterised as mental discomfort 

or stress (Melo et al. 2025). The third stage represents the individual’s motivation to resolve 

the situation by adjusting their behaviour or attitudes or justifying their actions (Jeong et al. 

2019). Adjusting one’s behaviour is often more difficult due to external factors, such as 

having to renounce something they value, which is why individuals would rather change 

their attitudes (Melo et al. 2025).  

In tourism and social media interaction, cognitive dissonance appears in several ways. Social 

media environments expose users to diverse opinions that might diverge from their own 

understandings, leading to dissonance and distress (Jeong et al. 2019). Users who follow 

social media influencers resolve this dissonance with selective exposure (e.g. unfollowing 

the influencer) or affective behaviour, such as persuading others to agree with their own 

view (Jeong et al. 2019). As another example, followers might use influencers’ content to 

reduce dissonance in travel planning – especially in collective cultures, the experiences of 

others help travellers make ‘justified’ choices (Mahapatra et al. 2025). Furthermore, so-

called ‘green travellers’, who consider themselves sustainable, can experience strong 

dissonance, as their environmental values and flying-based travel behaviour are in 

contradiction (McDonald et al. 2015). They manage their uncomfortable feelings by 

developing justifications such as family reasons, switching over to “slow travel”, or using 

self-affirmation, such as other environmentally friendly choices to compensate for flying 

(McDonald et al. 2015, 1516).  

Lastly, cognitive dissonance may be categorised as either idiographic, referring to conflicts 

with an individual’s personal standards, or nomothetic, referring to conflicts with social 

norms (McDonald et al. 2015). For instance, a traveller might experience dissonance if they 

must choose between their own green values and the image of an experienced traveller 
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(McDonald et al. 2015). The model of cognitive dissonance accurately describes the 

decision-making processes between travellers’ value system and desires when it comes to 

their travelling habits and behaviour, providing a base for examining audience perceptions 

and impressions of travel influencers more closely.  

2.5  Ethics and responsibility on social media 

Social media marketing has evolved relatively quickly and thus caused rapid development 

regarding regulations, among others. (Social) responsibility, as one of the focused areas in 

social media communication, can be defined as follows: an individual’s commitment to 

follow practices, make decisions and act respecting our society’s goals and values (Lee & 

Chung 2025). The Finnish Competition and Consumer Authority (Fin. Kilpailu- ja 

kuluttajavirasto) (2025a) recently released new guidelines for influencer marketing on social 

media, where they emphasise influencers’ responsibility in disclosing commercial 

collaboration to consumers in accordance with the Consumer Protection Act. According to 

the Finnish Competition and Consumer Authority (2025a, no page), “hidden advertising is 

not allowed in any form, and consumers always have the right to know when they are being 

influenced commercially”. These guidelines sparked much discussion among influencers, 

who expressed their disappointment towards the Finnish Competition and Consumer 

Authority, claiming they were targeted and treated differently from traditional media 

advertisers (see e.g. Bäck 2026). For example, the guidelines require that long YouTube 

videos containing a paid partnership must be marked as commercials and the text must be 

visible during the whole video (Finnish Competition and Consumer Authority 2025b). 

According to several Finnish YouTube creators, the requirement unequalises influencer 

marketing in comparison with both traditional media and international actors (Bäck 2026); 

Netflix, for instance, informs viewers about product placement only at the beginning of the 

movie or series. 

Responsibility goes hand in hand with ethical considerations in social media contexts. Paid 

partnerships are often the main source of income for influencers who create social media 

content for their living. However, this may create ethical issues from the audience’s 

perspective. For example, non-commercial online product reviews that influencers post after 

receiving PR packages can contain exaggerated positive opinions in order to encourage in 
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purchase decisions (Tsao & Mau 2019), even though companies do not expect any postings 

from these offers. Therefore, influencers might have an ethical decision to make when 

creating content about PR packages: to promote sales and possibly secure a paid partnership 

with a company or provide honest and possibly negative opinions about the product or 

service. 

When it comes to misleading communication in the context of travelling and environmental 

issues, greenwashing represents a major marketing practice among companies (Lyon & 

Montgomery 2015). Greenwashing refers to deceptive or exaggerated communication about 

environmentally friendly practices or products in order to gain profit or maintain a positive 

public image (Lyon & Montgomery 2015). The existing research discusses ethics and 

greenwashing as critical factors that influence the credibility of travel influencers, consumer 

trust and the realisation of sustainable tourism (Nazish et al. 2025; Pradhan et al. 2023; Song 

et al. 2025). While ethics relates specifically to influencers’ moral responsibility and honesty 

(Pradhan et al. 2023), greenwashing is seen as preventing environmental intentions from 

turning into real actions (Nazish et al. 2025). Travel influencers are in a position to help 

travellers avoid greenwashing by providing transparent, empirical information about ethical 

options, as followers often trust influencers more than companies’ own advertising (Babu et 

al. 2024) – this brings both ethical and responsible decisions for influencers to ensure the 

accuracy of their partners’ claims. In particular, influencers with large audiences are 

expected to demonstrate greater ethical responsibility, as their influence is more widespread 

(Song et al. 2025).  

2.6  Moral responsibility theory 

While some supervisory activities involving social media responsibility (such as the 

guidelines by the Finnish Competition and Consumer Authority) have been established, 

ethics and sustainability remain sectors that influencers are expected to shoulder themselves. 

Pradhan et al. (2023) have examined influencer marketing through the theory of moral 

responsibility, which views individuals as morally responsible agents for their voluntary 

actions, with an understanding of their potential consequences and the social responses they 

might create. Consequently, influencers are expected to behave ethically towards their 

audiences by respecting individuals’ ability to make their own choices, acting in ways that 
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support social wellbeing, and respecting moral norms such as resisting corruption (Pradhan 

et al. 2023). 

As travel influencers have the ability to permanently change how people view or experience 

a specific culture or region (Babu et al. 2024), they can be considered to bear a responsibility 

for the content they create. From the perspective of moral responsibility theory, 

responsibility is understood as a complex idea of “making judgments about whether a person 

is morally responsible for their behaviour, and holding others and ourselves responsible for 

actions and the consequences of actions” (Talbert 2025, 1). In the context of travel 

influencers, moral responsibility becomes particularly relevant in the interpersonal 

relationships between influencers, audiences and brands, and in the role of influencers as 

ethical actors whose content choices may have cultural, social and commercial 

consequences. Often, the responses to the person’s behaviour include moral praise or moral 

blame (Talbert 2025).  

The theory of moral responsibility can be defined through several key concepts; individuals 

can be seen as moral agents who possess the capacity to act intentionally and are therefore 

accountable for the consequences of their actions and the social evaluations those actions 

generate (Pradhan et al. 2023). Typically, adults may hold these capacities, whereas young 

children or animals do not meet the requirements of responsibility (Talbert 2025). This leads 

to the comparison of moral versus causal responsibility, where an individual (e.g. a child) 

can cause an outcome without being held morally responsible if they cannot understand the 

consequences of their actions (Talbert 2025). 

According to Fischer (1999) and Talbert (2025), moral responsibility is based on reactive 

attitudes – the value we give to other people’s attitudes and intentions toward us. These are, 

for instance, anger, disapproval, gratitude and love (Fischer 1999; Talbert 2025). Shoemaker 

(2011) divides the theory into three dimensions of responsibility. Attributability refers to 

actions being seen as expressions of the actor’s character or inner self; answerability refers 

to the requirement that the actor must justify actions stemming from their judgement; and 

accountability refers to the actor being responsive to sanctions or moral sentiments if general 

requirements are violated (Shoemaker 2011). 

Both travel influencers and brands are generally expected to act as moral agents and practice 

responsibly, and if the actions do not meet these norms, the audiences will express reactive 
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attitudes, such as blame or guilt, towards the actors (Pradhan et al. 2023). Audiences, 

especially Generation Z, might consider it morally irresponsible if brands control 

influencers’ content in excess (Pradhan et al. 2023). This is seen as a violation of the ethics 

of autonomy and community, leading to avoidance of both the influencer and the brand 

(Pradhan et al. 2023).  

In the tourism industry, influencers can be assessed by their moral legitimacy: whether the 

influencer’s requests follow morally acceptable social norms and values or not (Boukis et 

al. 2025). For example, if an influencer’s request for free accommodation seems unfair or 

threatening towards employees, it causes negative associations and low legitimacy of the 

influencer (Boukis et al. 2025). Overall, moral legitimacy and responsibility play a 

significant role in travel influencers’ profession – it appears that influencers as 

intermediaries between companies and consumers are viewed critically (Pradhan et al. 2023) 

and hence expected to balance between promoting destinations while ensuring their 

environmental capacities, among others (Babu et al. 2024; Saini et al. 2024). Travel 

influencers are anticipated to act as “cultural ambassadors” and encourage responsible 

behaviour, such as protecting the environment and respecting local communities (Babu et 

al. 2024, 97; Saini et al. 2024).  

2.7  Travel influencers as drivers of sustainable behaviour 

Travellers’ eco-conscious thinking rarely originates solely from influencers’ content but is 

rather developed from broader knowledge and individual self-assertion. While investigating 

eco-conscious behaviour from a traveller perspective, it is useful to understand the concept 

of responsible tourism. Babu et al. (2024, 93) define responsible tourism as “tourism-related 

activities where tourists explore the location’s authenticity while also preserving its various 

aspects such as natural, cultural and socioeconomic heritage” and responsible tourists as 

“those who invest time and resources in researching a location before visiting and strive to 

comprehend the local context consciously and ethically throughout their stay”. Moreover, 

recent research reveals that tourists prefer hotels that focus on environmental responsibility 

(Babu et al. 2024) and are willing to pay extra for an eco-friendly destination (Saini et al. 

2024). Tourists are currently more conscious of the environmental, cultural and social effects 

of tourism (Saini et al. 2024), which, together with the aforementioned findings, indicates 
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that exposure to eco-conscious content on social media might encourage sustainable 

behaviour. 

Sustainable tourism is seen as a multifaceted phenomenon, and according to Saini et al. 

(2024, 1–2), “sustainable tourism development aims to mitigate adverse social and 

ecological repercussions while also improving economic potential, infrastructural facilities, 

health, and education”. Promoting sustainable tourism requires close cooperation between 

stakeholders, governments, tourism businesses and local communities (Babu et al. 2024; 

Saini et al. 2024). 

If a travel influencer possesses strong credibility, it creates an opportunity to communicate 

about sustainable tourist practices, such as choosing environmentally responsible and less 

popular destinations, considering the environmental impact, respecting the locals and their 

culture, supporting local economies (Babu et al. 2024; Saini et al. 2024) and favouring 

domestic travel. Furthermore, normalising eco-friendly choices such as public 

transportation, ethical accommodations and reducing waste while travelling is considered 

one of the positive potentials of travel influencers. For example, bicycle touring serves as a 

niche tourism category growing in popularity, and according to research, cyclist influencers 

inspire and motivate their followers to try cycling tours (Asan 2022).  

This type of content represents influencers’ commitment to ecological values and 

sustainability, which further contributes to the expertise and trust towards influencers (Saini 

et al. 2024). According to research, travel influencers enhance their audiences’ 

understanding of sustainability through their expertise, factuality and transparency (Saini et 

al. 2024). These features are crucial in fostering commitment to sustainable travel among 

audiences, including deliberate choices that benefit both the environment and local 

populations (Saini et al. 2024). In addition, travel influencers might have an immense impact 

on destination narratives: their source material can be utilised for long-term storytelling 

(Babu et al. 2024) and branding of lesser-known areas.  

To conclude the existing literature and theoretical background, travel influencers are in a 

central position in shaping audience perceptions and environmental attitudes through a 

combination of inspiration, psychological bonding and moral accountability. Influencers’ 

self-branding, relatability and authentic self-presentation affect how audiences interpret and 

evaluate their content. The efficiency of these features defines successful communication 
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and perceptions, as audiences may see influencers as credible, form a close connection with 

them and consequently build trust in influencers. The perceived effectiveness of these 

characteristics influences whether audiences consider influencers credible, develop 

parasocial relationships with them, and consequently build trust towards influencers and 

their communication. The stronger these audience connections become, the more likely 

influencer content may result in eco-conscious attitudes and ethical reflections regarding 

travel practices. The communicative process described above is illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual levels of travel influencer communication 
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3  Methods 

This study investigates how Finnish travel influencers and their followers perceive 

responsibility, sustainable travel, and influencer impact within social media communication. 

The used methods follow the definitions and subjects from the literature: it introduces 

principles of influence power (Yesiloglu & Costello 2021), the concepts of social media 

influencer culture (e.g. Martínez-López et al. 2020; Serazio & Duffy 2018) and influencer 

marketing in the tourism industry (e.g. Saini et al. 2024; Manthiou et al. 2024; Babu et al. 

2024), credibility factors of (travel) influencers (e.g. Yılmazdoğan et al. 2021; Mahapatra et 

al. 2025) and ethics and responsibility on social media context (e.g. Nazish et al. 2025), not 

forgetting travel content’s effects on eco-conscious behaviour from both travel influencers 

and the audience’s perspective (Babu et al. 2024; Saini et al. 2024). Together with more 

specific concepts, these subject areas form the basis for the selected research methods. 

The research methodology builds on semi-structured interviews with three Finnish travel 

influencers along with a qualitative survey for the followers of Finnish travel influencers. 

The circles of travel influencers in Finland remain relatively small, which is the reason three 

interviewees seem to provide an adequate overview of the topic in this research. Since ethics 

and value issues are broad and sensitive discussion topics, qualitative interviews seem to 

offer a space for influencers to share their views and thoughts regarding the subject matter.  

Followers’ perceptions were investigated via a survey consisting of open-ended questions 

about trust, sustainability and responsibility regarding travel influencers’ content. Both 

interview and survey data were analysed with qualitative methods, that being thematic 

analysis, so that all findings achieve their profound meaning when compared to the existing 

literature and theoretical concepts. The methodological design of the research is visualised 

in Table 2, which outlines each data collection and analysis method, as well as the 

corresponding data sources and the purpose of each method. 
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Table 2. Methodological design of the research 

Method  Description Data source Purpose 

S
em

i-
st

ru
ct

u
re

d
 

in
te

rv
ie

w
s 

Semi-structured interviews with 

influencers focusing on their 

perspectives on responsibility, 

sustainability, self-presentation, 

values, ethical considerations 

and audience expectations. 

Three travel 

influencers 

(interviewees) 

To gain insights into influencers’ 

motivations, strategies and 

interpretations of their work. 

Q
u

al
it

at
iv

e 
o

p
en

-

en
d

ed
 s

u
rv

ey
 

Short survey with open-ended 

questions examining followers’ 

perceptions, expectations, trust 

and sustainability-related 

interpretations of travel 

influencers’ content. 

Followers of Finnish 

travel influencers 

(respondents) 

To investigate audience 

perceptions of responsibility, 

responses to travel content and 

experiences of cognitive 

dissonance. 

T
h

em
at

ic
 a

n
al

y
si

s Integration of interview 

interpretations and survey 

responses. Coding done across 

datasets. 

All data sources 

To compare perspectives and 

identify patterns in influencer–

follower interaction. To obtain an 

understanding of influence, 

sustainability communication and 

audience interpretations. 

3.1  Data collection 

A qualitative approach implies systematic, empirical research, including data production, 

data analysis, and finally, conclusions that can also be referred to as interpretations (Vuori 

2021). Two types of qualitative data collection methods were utilised in this thesis: semi-

structured interviews and qualitative surveys were conducted to give a voice to both the 

travel influencers and their followers. Due to these methods, the data collection in the 

research was divided into two stages. All data in this research were collected and analysed 

in the Finnish language, and the material has been translated into English.  

Influencer data collection 

First, qualitative interviews were implemented with three Finnish travel influencers. The 

interviews were conducted to understand influencers’ visions, objectives and morals relating 

to their professions as public faces of travel content. An interview as a qualitative research 
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method enables a flexible and wide comprehension of the phenomenon by investigating 

experiences and cultural meanings (Hyvärinen et al. 2021). The interviews were semi-

structured and organised around central themes relevant to the research, representing a basic 

model of qualitative interviews (Juhila 2021a). The interview questions were predefined, but 

they were not necessarily presented in the same order and might have slightly changed 

during the conversations with the interviewees (Hyvärinen et al. 2021). By interviewing 

travel influencers, they had the possibility to share their personal understanding and 

perspectives on the topic, and the questions had been framed to provide space for 

interviewees’ honest interpretation and experiences. 

Purposive sampling was used in the first stage of the data collection, as the interview 

participants were selected based on specific characteristics that fit into the study purpose 

(Bullard 2024). The selection of the participating travel influencers had a few basic criteria: 

as the most important one, (travel) content production being their primary profession, or a 

significant part of their livelihood. This ensured that travel content production plays a central 

role in the influencers’ personal and professional identities, and that they are likely to own 

well-developed views and motivations regarding their work. Additionally, as being a travel 

influencer is their profession, their content production is active, consistent and systematic. 

Other criteria included influencers’ broad audiences on Instagram, consisting of many 

followers. Due to a large follower count, influencers’ posts reach more people and have a 

bigger impact. Lastly, some of the influencers bring sustainability up in their travel content 

more than the others, which acts as one selection criterion: with differing perspectives, the 

interviews would most likely create versatile conversations.  

The influencer interviews were conducted during February–April 2026, and they took place 

remotely on the Microsoft Teams application. Although face-to-face interviews could have 

enriched the interaction with non-verbal cues such as expressions and gestures (Anthony et 

al. 2025), Teams was selected as the interview tool due to the widespread adoption of remote 

meeting practices nowadays, to save interviewees’ time, and the application’s ability to 

record and automatically transcribe the conversations. Additionally, two of the interviewees 

were abroad during the interviews, so face-to-face meetings were not possible in these cases. 

The interviews took 32–57 minutes, and in addition to Teams records, backup records were 

taken with a mobile phone. The transcriptions were then reviewed, and possible mistakes 

were fixed by listening to the records a few times.  
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While various interview methods enable wide data collection, the truthfulness of the 

responses cannot be fully guaranteed. The topic itself is relatively sensitive and even 

oppressive at times, as influencers often realise certain expectations falling upon them. This 

may affect travel influencers’ mindset and potentially lead them to respond in ways they 

believe the researcher expects. Due to these reasons, the interview conditions were 

considered and created to be relaxed, open and trusting for the interviewees to experience a 

safe space for a discussion.  

Follower data collection 

The second stage of the data collection involved a qualitative survey with open-ended 

questions, directed to Finnish travel influencers’ followers. The survey questions focused on 

perceptions, expectations and trust of the followers, as well as sustainability-related 

interpretations of influencers’ content. The survey aimed to explore audience perceptions of 

responsibility, behavioural outcomes and pressures between aspiration and sustainability 

regarding travelling.  

The survey for the followers was conducted in February 2026, and Webropol was used as a 

tool for building the questionnaire. The sampling strategy in the survey was based on 

convenience and voluntary response sampling, as participants decided themselves whether 

to respond or not (McCombes 2023). The survey link was shared on a public Instagram Story 

by the thesis author, with a cover note where the research topic was shortly described, as 

well as the number and type of questions and the estimated time for a single response. One 

Finnish travel influencer reposted the Story for their followers, encouraging them to respond 

to the survey. That is, participants were recruited based on accessibility, as they were 

Instagram users who happened to see the Story. The survey link was open for 10 days, and 

all the responses were received during the 24 hours the Instagram Story was available.  

As considered earlier when describing interview conditions, a difficult topic might also 

complicate the followers’ responses, since a long questionnaire may lead to response fatigue 

and the questions can be understood incorrectly (see e.g. Stone 2023). Therefore, the survey 

for the followers was designed to include a clear structure and formation of questions, as 

well as a moderate length to keep respondents focused and motivated through the survey 

(Stone 2023). 
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3.2  Description of the data 

Influencer data description 

A total of five travel influencers were invited to participate in the research. One influencer 

declined the interview invitation, and one initially agreed to participate but could not be 

reached again to arrange the interview. The influencers were contacted via text messages, 

email or Instagram direct messages, and were offered comprehensive information about the 

study and asked to be interviewed for the research. One of the influencers already knew the 

researcher, so their communication was quite easy-going to begin with. The other four 

influencers were familiar to the researcher only via their social media channels, so they were 

approached more formally at first. However, the atmosphere in the communication quickly 

turned natural and relaxed, as the interaction shifted to Instagram direct messages that allow 

reacting to messages with emojis, for instance. It was important to create a friendly and 

confidential atmosphere for the interaction with the interviewees, in order to receive 

information (Ruusuvuori & Tiittula 2017), highlight the importance of the interviewees in 

the research, and to ensure a flowing discussion through the interviews. 

The influencers were informed about the research and its voluntary nature from the 

beginning of the interaction. The interviewees were also told that they could discontinue 

their participation in the research at any time, if they wished. After the interview invitation, 

suitable interview times were arranged with the influencers, and a form of research consent 

was sent to them to sign before the interview. The research consent form included brief 

information about the thesis, a description of data collection methods, such as recording and 

transcribing the records, data storage, and anonymisation and its challenges in the study. 

Additionally, the interview questions were sent to interviewees in advance, so the influencers 

had the possibility to prepare for the interviews.  

The interview questions were designed to correspond to travel influencers’ self-perceptions, 

professional values and ethical considerations in producing travel content. The questions 

were divided into background questions and two main themes: social media content and 

followers’ feedback, and values and responsibility in the profession of a social media 

influencer. Each interviewee was asked the same 19 questions, which are presented in 

Appendix 1, and additional two to three questions based on their own Instagram content 

regarding the themes covered in the interview.  



33 

 

 

The interviews with travel influencers turned out to be fruitful: the interviewees had diverse 

viewpoints on responsible influencing and travelling, but they all expressed that they would 

act the same way on their travels, despite being influencers. Some of the influencers already 

had a long experience in content production, as they had created social media content for 

almost 15 years. All the influencers had started their career from their own passion for 

travelling or sharing their everyday life while living abroad.  

Due to the nature of the topic and the relatively small size of the Finnish travel influencer 

field, the influencers were informed that their identities would be anonymised in the research 

to the greatest extent possible and that pseudonyms (that is, fictitious names) would be used 

in all reporting. However, it was also highlighted that complete anonymity could not 

necessarily be achieved, given the limited number of professional travel influencers in 

Finland and the potential recognisability of their content. Therefore, any identifying 

information about the interviewees, such as age, gender or Instagram follower count, has 

been excluded from this description. 

Follower data description 

Since one travel influencer reposted the Story containing the survey link and highlighted the 

importance of the research topic, the survey likely received significantly more attention than 

it would have without the repost. A total of 70 responses were received to the survey, with a 

median response time of 6 minutes and 26 seconds. Since at least 40 responses were 

originally sought to ensure sufficient representation of the follower base, this target was 

easily exceeded. The respondents were mainly 20–39 years old (aged 20–29, n=22; aged 30–

39, n=20), but the respondent group can be described as representing a wide age range, as 

19% were 40–49 years old (n=13) and 21% were aged 50 or older (n=15). The majority of 

respondents said they consume travel influencers’ content on Instagram daily (n=46), while 

the rest were engaging with travel influencers a few times a week (n=18), approximately 

once a week (n=4), or only occasionally (n=2).   

The survey questions were designed so that followers’ thoughts about travel influencers’ 

responsibility and their own travel behaviour could be examined, as well as expressions of 

trust, doubt or critique regarding influencers’ content. The survey included two background 

questions addressing respondents’ age and their frequency of consuming content produced 

by Finnish travel influencers on Instagram, and five open-ended questions focusing on the 
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sustainability theme, trust and scepticism towards travel influencers, and the respondents’ 

reasons for following travel influencers. The open-ended questions were not marked as 

mandatory in the survey in order to increase the feeling of voluntariness and comfort among 

the respondents. Due to this design, some questions were left unanswered by certain 

respondents. Nevertheless, each question received at least 62 responses. In addition, some 

respondents addressed multiple relevant themes within a single answer, and therefore, 

occasional missing responses do not significantly affect the overall validity of the data. The 

survey questions are presented in Appendix 2. 

In general, there was some variation in the survey responses: some respondents answered 

quite briefly or showed little interest in the sustainability topic; however, most gave detailed 

responses and shared their thoughts in detail. Answers to each question have been utilised in 

the analysis. 

3.3  Data analysis 

The interview and survey data were analysed using thematic analysis to identify patterns and 

meanings across interviewees’ and survey respondents’ interpretations. As thematic analysis 

can be utilised in understanding different experiences, views and behaviours through 

datasets (Naeem et al. 2023; Ho & Limpaecher 2023), it helps to achieve the research 

objectives regarding travel influencers’ views on sustainability in their content production 

practices and audience’s trust and sustainability-oriented attitudes stimulated by travel 

content. Thematic analysis is a qualitative method and can be considered a form of content 

analysis (Juhila 2021a), which is why these methods are often compared. Thematic analysis 

was selected for this study because the intent is to interpret meaningful patterns and their 

relations to each other, whereas content analysis is more about systematic categorisation of 

content (Ho & Limpaecher 2023). 

Choosing central themes from the datasets in order to support the analysis is a similar means 

to arrange the material as coding (Juhila 2021a). Coding is often introduced as a basic tool 

in data processing and enables the simplification of rich, diverse raw data into a more 

controllable form (Juhila 2021b). Using predefined themes and codes, thematic analysis aims 

to obtain an understanding of influence, sustainability communication and audience 
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interpretations. Key issues and frequently appearing characteristics related to the research 

topic are highlighted in a thematic analysis (Juhila 2021a).  

Conducting the analysis started by familiarisation with the data: transcribed and reviewed 

interview material and survey responses, exported as a textual form, were thoroughly 

scrutinised in order to recognise interesting points and initial themes that supported the 

research objectives. Next, recurring patterns and terms were identified from the data and 

labelled as keywords as a preparation for the coding phase of the analysis. The datasets were 

coded in NVivo qualitative data analysis software: short phrases and words acted as codes, 

representing the key messages in the data. The preliminary keywords and codes helped 

structure and compact the raw data, making it more manageable and revealing emerging 

patterns that formed the foundation of the analysis (Naeem et al. 2023).  

The influencer interview data and the follower survey data were analysed separately; thus, 

two different coding processes were completed. Before importing the interview data into 

NVivo to code, all identifiers, such as influencers’ names, were removed from the 

transcriptions. Thereafter, three primary codes were formed to correspond to the research 

questions: ‘travel influencers’ self-perceptions of responsibility’ and ‘values guiding content 

production’ address the main research question, whereas ‘justifying ethics and 

sustainability’ aligns with the first sub-research question. Within these categories, 18 

subcodes were developed as presented in the NVivo codebook in Appendix 3. 

The open-ended survey responses were compiled into a single document for coding and 

analysis. The focus was on identifying patterns of shared meaning across the dataset rather 

than conducting respondent-level comparisons. The follower dataset was also divided into 

three primary codes: ‘audience perceptions of responsibility’, which addresses the main 

research question, and ‘causes of trust or scepticism’ and ‘audience responses to travel 

content’, which contribute to the second sub-research question. In total, the dataset was 

coded using 48 subcodes, which are documented in the NVivo codebook in Appendix 4. 

Central themes were developed by organising the codes into relevant groups to facilitate the 

identification of patterns and meanings within the data and thereby connect these insights to 

the research questions (Naeem et al. 2023). Frequencies among codes were considered when 

analysing the data and developing themes. Theme development requires a more abstract 

approach compared to the detailed exploration of codes, so that patterned meanings from the 
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data can be connected to the research questions (Naeem et al. 2023). Influencers’ and 

followers’ responses are divided into central themes, which are categorised into subsections 

corresponding to the research questions. Six main themes were identified in the analysis: 

- Travel influencers’ self-perceptions of responsibility 

- Justifying ethics and sustainability  

- Audience perceptions of travel influencers’ responsibility 

- Content that builds trust 

- Content that creates scepticism 

- Audience responses to travel content 

In the analysis, the interviewees are identified using gender-neutral pseudonyms – Jules, 

Sage, and Quinn – in order to enhance readability. All influencers are referred to using 

they/them pronouns to help retain their anonymity. Additionally, not all influencer responses 

are presented with their pseudonyms, because connecting opinions and thoughts to certain 

interviewees could risk their identifiability. Survey participants are labelled as respondents 

(R). 

3.4  Research ethics  

Ethical considerations guided the method selection for the research. Social media as a 

research environment offers numerous opportunities but also raises important ethical issues 

to take into account. The potential consequences and harms that the research may cause to 

participants must be recognised, and social media data should be treated as personal data 

(Laaksonen 2021). These issues are addressed in this research by choosing a data collection 

method that has a limited number of touchpoints, namely direct observation of social media 

content. For example, data collection and analysis on influencers’ Instagram posts (including 

screenshots or direct quotations of comments in the research) would have fallen into a grey 

area regarding privacy and copyright issues (Instagram 2025).  

The influencers gave their consent for being studied through interviews and accepted the 

anonymity-related challenges of the research. The interviewees were informed that their 
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names, Instagram usernames or other directly identifiable information were not included in 

the research, but references to their content could make them recognisable. The practicalities 

of data storage were also communicated to the interviewees, as were the details that the 

interview recordings would be destroyed after the research.  

The interview questions were designed to be as neutral as possible to avoid reflecting the 

researcher’s thoughts about the topic. During the interview, the use of leading questions was 

carefully considered to ensure that all answers fully represented the travel influencers’ own 

ideologies. The interviewees were also notified of their possibility to pass questions they did 

not feel comfortable answering during the interview – for example, if they would find 

questions about their own content too revealing. 

The survey participants were informed about the purpose of the study, the use of the collected 

data, and the anonymity of the respondents. Informed consent was obtained through the 

survey introduction, which stated that completing the survey constituted consent to 

participate in the study. 
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4  Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from the influencer interviews and the follower survey. 

The structure of the findings follows the six main themes, which represent the subsections 

in this chapter. The themes ‘travel influencers’ self-perceptions of responsibility’ and 

‘audience perceptions of travel influencers’ responsibility’ contribute to the main 

research question, and the findings under these themes are examined in the subsections 4.1 

and 4.3. The theme ‘justifying ethics and sustainability’ corresponds to the first sub-

research question in subsection 4.2, whilst the rest of the themes – ‘content that builds 

trust’, ‘content that creates scepticism’, and ‘audience responses to travel content’ – are 

covered in subsections 4.4 and 4.5, contributing to the second sub-research question. 

Six main themes and 20 subthemes in total were identified from the datasets. These themes 

are visualised in Figure 2, where the main themes are presented in the same row and 

subthemes under each main theme, in no particular order. As such, no theme is considered 

more important than another, although some themes emerged more strongly or offered 

particularly interesting insights. The first two main themes concern responsibility as travel 

influencers’ self-perception and justifications, whereas the remaining themes cover the 

audience’s expectations and evaluations of travel influencers, along with responses to their 

content, such as reflection, tension and behaviour.  

Some interesting observations from the data are presented as direct quotations in order to 

illustrate the identified themes (Juhila 2021a), simultaneously giving a voice to the research 

participants. Furthermore, interesting word choices or expressions are highlighted in 

quotation marks.  
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Figure 2. Thematic map of main themes and subthemes 
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4.1  Travel influencers’ self-perceptions of responsibility 

First, travel influencers’ perspectives and understandings of the responsibility of social 

media content creation were examined by analysing the interview data. Travel influencers’ 

self-perceptions of responsibility consist of the following subthemes: ‘managing moral 

responsibility in an ambiguous profession’, ‘influencing through information and 

inspiration’, and ‘responsibility through travel choices and content practices’. These 

subthemes address the main research question by concerning the responsibility dimension in 

travel influencers’ profession. 

The influencers described their content production as daily presentations of their travels and 

everyday lives, some focusing more on informative meanings and realistic showings from 

different cultures meant for educating or raising awareness among audiences. For some, their 

content mainly focuses on sharing experiences, tips and beautiful photographs from around 

the world. For all influencers, travelling and social media play a central role in their lives, as 

they enable a livelihood and serve as “way of life” or “the be-all and end-all”.  

The influencers were steered to the topic by asking their conceptions of influence: whether 

they consider themselves influential, who they influence, and what influence means to them. 

All interviewees felt that they have the power to influence either their followers’ mindset, 

thoughts, or buying habits. One influencer highlighted that they are not that interested in 

being influential, but it just comes with the profession; however, they felt it is meaningful to 

be able to promote good things, teach others, and be a source of information. Another 

influencer described that they have been pondering the meaning behind the term ‘influencer’, 

as it originates from influencing purchasing decisions. It appears divided, as their salary 

consists of commercial partnerships that aim to influence people, but this influencer’s 

organic content is only directed to share information. One of the influencers felt that the 

power to influence comes with responsibility, for example, to think about what to share and 

what not to share online.  

Responsibility was evident in several ways among the travel influencers. When asked about 

influencers’ concept of responsibility in their profession and towards their audience, one of 

the interviewees raised an interesting viewpoint on general expectations of influencer 

responsibility: they saw the question as complex because there is no education to be an 
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influencer or how to influence responsibly, and that nobody truly knows how the business 

works in terms of responsibility. 

- - We’re entrepreneurs diving into an industry where no one really knows 

exactly how it works. Not the authorities, not us influencers ourselves, not our 

partners, and not the people who follow our content. It always rubs me the 

wrong way when someone talks about an influencer’s responsibility because I 

always feel like I’m just Sage – I have the exact same flaws and situations, my 

own thoughts, and my own hopes just like anyone else, but I just share them on 

social media. - - (Sage) 

Sage, however, admitted they understand the responsibility regarding the truthfulness of the 

information they share, not posting pictures of children, or not driving while creating social 

media content, to mention a few. As for this perception, the core theme emerging from the 

data is managing moral responsibility in an ambiguous profession. When asked whether 

influencers’ own attitudes towards sustainable travel had changed during their career, one 

interviewee mentioned their increased awareness of the environmental impacts of travel and 

expressed a desire to do more personally, while also emphasising the need for stronger action 

from governments and policymakers. Another interviewee also brought up their irritation 

about those huge expectations that social media audiences set: that influencers cannot do as 

many things or in the same way as a regular person who does not post about it on social 

media.  

All interviewees felt that they already act quite responsibly and sustainably when it comes 

to their profession as travel influencers, as well as in general. One influencer, however, 

admitted that sometimes they balance between inspiring content and responsibility. As an 

example, they gave a situation where they wanted to take a trending picture that required a 

dangerous position in a moving train: 

In an Asian destination [country name removed], it’s common to hang out of a 

train and take a cool photo, so of course I wanted to do that too and get that 

cool shot. But at the same time, I was thinking if I am encouraging people to 

do something this dangerous, where you could potentially die – and someone 

had actually died the day before. But then I came to the conclusion that I’m 

only risking my own life, I’m not putting anyone else’s life at risk. And everyone 

is an adult and hopefully makes their own decisions. - - (Jules) 

This reflects consciousness between what is responsible for an influential person to share 

and what is on each person’s own responsibility. When asked from Jules about whether 

responsibility in their content was personally important to them, or if it was more of a social 

requirement, they felt that social pressure sometimes makes them act more responsibly than 



42 

 

 

they might want to. As for Quinn, they brought up their thoughts about publicly sharing an 

exquisite natural location or keeping it to themselves. They described that they often omit 

telling everyone about the places or even post any pictures, as it has become a problem that 

some locations “get out of hand” if they gain popularity. When Quinn was asked about how 

they value responsibility in their content, they found it primarily personally important, while 

also experiencing contradictory feelings about it: 

I haven’t really shared those things because of social pressure or anything like 

that. It’s just been my own willingness. And, well, I could share more, but it’s 

tricky when you travel a lot. Because if you share too much of that 

responsibility stuff but don’t actually live up to it yourself, that’s a tricky 

situation. (Quinn) 

The thoughts and choices above show that responsibility in the influencer context is not fixed 

but rather negotiated on a case-by-case basis. Platforms, situations and audience expectations 

shape how influencers act and evaluate the possible consequences of their actions. 

Another perspective in examining influencer responsibility is their communication with the 

audience, which forms a theme called influencing through information and inspiration. 

The interviewees were asked what kind of expectations they have regarding the reception of 

the travel content they post. The influencers understood the question a bit differently: two of 

them described that they hope followers would interact with them and learn something new 

from the content, and that it is important to bring up issues, such as littered beaches around 

the world, more than once, to have more of an impact on them. One influencer talked about 

their visit to a socioeconomically disadvantaged area while travelling and sharing the 

experience to illustrate local living conditions. Although they intended to provide an 

informative and realistic perspective, the content caused some critical responses, with 

audiences questioning the ethics of such representation and claiming it as exploitative or 

“poverty tourism”. The influencer described their expectations and thoughts about these 

reactions as follows: 

- - With certain content, I already expect that it might provoke a negative 

reaction, and in those cases I just try to communicate clearly that I’ve thought 

this through, that I haven’t just gone off to war, but that I’ve actually done 

background research and this is my intention. But you can’t always do 

anything about it. - - (Sage) 

This viewpoint represents a strong intent of raising awareness and educating followers, as 

Sage felt it was important to share with their audience, regardless of a possible negative 
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response. Educating followers was also brought up by another influencer, who was thinking 

about the way they show things in their content, and that they want to be responsible and try 

to teach their followers a little through their own choices. 

One communication-related means of influence emerging from the interview responses was 

the desire to inspire. One influencer told how they also get their own inspiration in content 

creation from the follower interaction: if a lot of people keep commenting the same things, 

they get ideas for resonating content, as many people are asking similar questions and 

thinking the same way. Inspiration can also be seen as showing alternative travelling, which 

also repeated in the discussions with influencers. One influencer described how sharing their 

van travels in Finland and across Europe had generated positive feedback from followers, 

who were inspired by this mode of travel and asked advice related to it.  

In this theme, responsibility is seen as communicative rather than behavioural, as it 

highlights influencing by informing, inspiring and raising awareness. This supports travel 

influencers’ thoughts of positioning themselves as mediators of sustainability, not 

necessarily as sustainable actors alone.  

The influencers also recognised some choices and actions regarding their profession, which 

appears as responsibility through travel choices and content practices. When the 

interviewees were asked what they consider responsible travel and sustainable tourism to be, 

and if they felt they met these criteria, they all highlighted that there are different ways to 

practice responsible travel, and that there is much more to sustainability than only whether 

something is eco-friendly. For example, even though the influencers listed travelling by land 

as one responsible way to travel, they also brought up longer trips at a time, supporting local 

small businesses and eating at local restaurants, travelling off-season to lesser-known 

destinations, and favouring domestic travel. These considerations show in travel influencers’ 

content practices: 

- - You can travel by land without always having to fly to the other side of the 

world, even though I’ve done that myself. But maybe we should highlight the 

fact that you don’t have to spend a week at some all-inclusive resort; there are 

other kinds of trips you can take as well. (Quinn) 

Quinn’s perspective indicates that they have had self-reflection regarding their own travels, 

and now they consider their content production from a developed viewpoint. Another 

influencer admitted that there are certainly more eco-friendly ways to travel compared to 
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their travel practices and that naturally, there are things they could do better. Influencers also 

told that at home, they try to live in a way that minimises their consumption, make 

environmentally friendly choices, and use those other choices to offset their own travel. One 

influencer also reflected that as they live abroad, sometimes they have no other choice but 

to fly, which is why they focus on making other ethical choices, such as supporting women 

in Africa and doing charity work. 

The theme brings out that travel influencers’ responsibility is sometimes expressed through 

visible means, such as destination choices or types of travel promoted. However, these can 

appear rather partially in influencers’ content, not representing a comprehensive content 

strategy.  

4.2  Travel influencers’ justifications of the ethics and sustainability of their 

profession 

Travel influencers’ perspectives on the ethics and sustainability of their profession, and how 

they justify themselves, were discussed through several interview questions. This theme 

consists of two subthemes: ‘justifying sustainability through personal ethics and 

lifestyle’ and ‘balancing authenticity, credibility and influence’, providing insights into 

the first sub-research question. When the influencers were asked about what values guide 

their actions and decisions regarding content production, some brought up treating people 

right, fair and not discriminating or offending anyone with their content was important to 

them. Environmental values also emerged from the discussions, as travel influencers 

described favouring buses and trains in their travels, among others. A pro-environmental and 

ethical lifestyle appeared as a key code while analysing interview responses (see Appendix 

3), which builds a theme called justifying sustainability through personal ethics and 

lifestyle.  

One influencer reflected on their profession and travels, saying that they do not necessarily 

want to do that forever and “always be on the road”. They expressed that they want to keep 

travelling but were not sure if they want to do it this intensely and this much. Another 

influencer justified their content so that it reflects who they are. They stated that ethical 

issues are important to them, and that is why they make an effort to do things ethically, even 

though they do not talk about it all the time on social media. One influencer described how 
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they were more interested in foreign and exotic destinations and different cultures when they 

first started travelling but have started to appreciate their home country more as they have 

gotten older. 

When asked about influencers’ thoughts on travelling to countries that could be considered 

ethically questionable, the discussion turned back to informativity and raising awareness. 

One influencer told that they consider their travel destinations from a safety perspective – 

whether it is safe to go somewhere. They also justified travelling to these destinations 

through their content that does not encourage followers to travel there too, but rather helps 

people understand things that might appear difficult for Finnish people to realise. Another 

interviewee expressed frustration with the politicisation of travel, stating they would rather 

support the country’s people, culture and environment than focus on the politics that are 

being pursued. However, the influencer also acknowledged potential criticism of travelling 

to such destinations and argued that boycotting countries on political grounds may 

eventually harm local citizens who are not directly involved in politics. Sage, on the other 

hand, highlighted their urge to discover things for their audience: 

- - Certain countries – well, maybe I don’t completely rule out different 

countries, because I think they have that documentary background. I don’t go 

to countries just to drink piña coladas on the beach, but to actually discover 

things. Though that’s something I have to think about myself. But ethics 

definitely guide my work a lot. (Sage) 

This justification leans on the communication between followers, while also arousing 

conflicting emotions regarding what travel influencers probably should share and show in 

their content. Sage also mentioned how interesting it is that certain travel destinations cause 

immediate critique while certain ones do not, and wondered if it is due to ignorance and 

presumptions. The influencers also emphasised that travelling to particular destinations is 

sometimes driven by professional reasons. For example, working on a photography project 

in a destination that could be perceived as ethically problematic, could be a reason for one 

interviewee to visit such a country. While they stressed that they would not promote the 

location or produce content encouraging followers to visit, they acknowledged a personal 

interest in exploring different places and admitted that they could not entirely rule out 

visiting such destinations out of curiosity. 

These insights suggest that travel influencers justify their profession by framing themselves 

as morally conscious individuals, even if their practices might not fully represent sustainable 
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actions. Interviewees’ responses and reflections indicate high self-awareness around 

ethicality and sustainability. 

According to the interviews, travel influencers are balancing authenticity, credibility and 

influence, which forms another theme. When travel influencers were asked whether they 

receive criticism about their travelling or environmental impacts and how they respond to it, 

all mentioned that their flying is constantly questioned by followers. Some of the influencers 

saw this critique as quite simplistic, as their own experience was more related to content 

creation and, consequently, to “hundreds of thousands of people watching that content and 

learning from it”. Influencers also pointed out that they receive loads of positive feedback 

and praise from followers who cannot travel to certain places. One influencer felt that 

travelling to such a destination splits their carbon footprint among the people who benefit 

from it. Another interviewee described how sharing climate-related content had sometimes 

caused comments questioning the inconsistency between their message and their actions. 

While acknowledging the emissions associated with air travel, this influencer believed that 

they should still be able to present and discuss these issues. 

One of the influencers told that the only times they have faced criticism related to charity 

work in the Global South, where they were for two months, which was a dream of theirs to 

fulfil. A follower had described this as a “white superiority complex”, to which the 

influencer had responded in a video, telling them they had done their research before going 

to Guatemala for charity purposes. According to the influencer, this type of commentary had 

then stopped, as they were able to justify their actions clearly in terms of ethics.  

These examples demonstrate travel influencers’ perspectives on the importance of 

transparent communication. Sage especially emphasised the open communication when it 

comes to ethical and sustainable issues, and considered different perspectives important as 

well: 

- - I tried to make my content as thorough as possible so that my intentions and 

the way I’ve handled the matter are clear. I don’t plan on stopping because I 

know that I’m acting ethically and sensibly, and that I haven’t offended or hurt 

anyone. So I’m just trying to communicate that. - - (Sage) 

This thought connects both transparency and authenticity, as Sage’s viewpoint indicates a 

strong desire to act responsibly and ethically while also communicating that to their 

audience. Being authentic, inspirational and responsible at the same time might arouse mixed 



47 

 

 

feelings among influencers – this is also where influencers’ self-presentation connects to 

audience trust and scepticism.  

Lastly, when the interviewees were asked how they see the role of travel influencers in the 

future from a sustainability perspective, several influencers saw the question as challenging, 

as there are different kinds of travel influencers – some of whom consider more about 

sustainable travel and utilise their channels to discuss it. Other influencers wished people 

would discuss sustainability more, as well as travel accordingly. Some influencers valued 

their role more through information and every individual’s perspective on sustainability. 

4.3  Audience perceptions of travel influencers’ responsibility 

The sequential subchapters examine audience perceptions, trust, scepticism, followers’ 

experiences of cognitive dissonance, and the perceived influence of travel influencer content 

on, among others, sustainable choices. This subchapter introduces four subthemes: 

- Environmental responsibility in travel practices 

- Social and cultural responsibility 

- Responsibility through open communication 

- Individual responsibility and accountability  

The subthemes above contribute to the main research question by concerning the audience 

perceptions of travel influencers’ responsibility, while also touching the sustainability 

context. 

The reasons for following travel influencers on Instagram varied between the respondents, 

yet they were mostly the same as covered in the existing literature. For example, inspiration, 

tips for travel, information about destinations, and learning new things through travel content 

were typical responses. Even though this survey question does not directly bring insights 

regarding the research question, it was asked of the followers in order to arouse their thoughts 

about travel influencers in general. Furthermore, the answers would provide valuable data 

to share with the participating influencers after the research. For example, one respondent 

summarised their thoughts about travel influencers as follows: 
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There are some great travel influencers in Finland who create entertaining 

content. They make travel accessible and lower the threshold for going on solo 

trips. They showcase budget-friendly ways to travel. Their stories are 

entertaining because they present places and their own travels in an engaging 

way, but they also have educational value as they showcase local nature and 

the lifestyles of local people. On the other hand, you can admire the world 

without having to travel yourself. (R30) 

Many respondents highlighted their “thirst for knowledge”, or simply, travel influencers 

being an information source and thus a reason for following them on Instagram. Getting 

information in the Finnish language also appeared in the responses, as did an aspiration to 

learn new things from different cultures. Audiences’ valuation of informative and 

simultaneously entertaining travel content indicates the importance of social media as a 

modern information source and people’s independent information gathering, which 

reinforces the relevance of studying different phenomena related to online environments. 

Some respondents touched on the sustainability theme from the very beginning of the survey. 

They highlighted the information about sustainable travel provided by travel influencers, as 

well as the influencers’ narration of what they have investigated about their destinations’ 

sustainable development. One respondent described that they follow travel influencers due 

to their different perspectives on showing travel, for example, ways of travelling by land. In 

the quotation above, the mention of not having to travel oneself, since they already see the 

destinations digitally, also represents sustainability-oriented thinking.  

When asked about travel influencers’ responsibility in matters related to the environment 

and sustainability, some respondents did not have any opinions or had not thought about it, 

but most of them found the responsibilities associated with the profession of travel influencer 

significant. One of the developed themes addresses environmental responsibility in travel 

practices, reflecting how audiences expect travel influencers to consider environmental 

impacts when travelling and producing content. Many respondents described that they 

expect influencers to consider the environment of travel destinations, for example, by not 

promoting locations that suffer from overtourism. Most of the respondents also mentioned 

sustainability awareness, along with sustainable actions they expect from travel influencers. 

One respondent described that travel influencers might even make more green choices in 

their everyday lives than those who do not travel as much, due to their broader view of the 

consequences of climate change and other issues. Several respondents expressed their 
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thoughts of travel influencers having a major impact on their audience, for better or for 

worse: 

In my opinion, travel influencers have a significant impact on what ways of 

travelling people find tempting and acceptable. They can promote sustainable 

travel by setting an example, sharing information about environmental 

impacts, and favouring responsible operators. At the same time, I believe they 

should be honest about the impacts of travelling. Influencers cannot solve 

sustainability challenges on their own, but their choices have a major impact 

on the direction of tourism culture. (R3) 

The response above shows a thorough approach towards travel influencers and the ability to 

see their profession from various perspectives. In many responses, environmental 

responsibility and travelling were seen as a difficult combination. Several respondents 

emphasised their contradictory feelings about environmental responsibility and travelling 

and touched on flying, yet sympathetically: 

My thoughts on this are conflicting, because in a way, travel influencers can 

offer digital experiences to those who otherwise would not want to or be able 

to travel, but on the other hand, promoting travel and tourism also seems 

problematic, for example, in terms of flight emissions. - - (R58) 

It’s something I feel a bit conflicted about... especially flying a lot, because 

that’s the biggest ‘problem’ that can’t be offset by staying in locally owned 

accommodation or making other ethical choices. But I also think that it’s 

someone else’s responsibility to develop more climate-friendly flying. Travel 

influencers could certainly speak up more about this issue, as they have the 

channel to do so. (R46) 

While these statements, among others, show that air travel is often the most associated matter 

with travel influencers, and it could be observed also from different perspectives, they also 

indicate inconsistency between respondents’ thoughts. Flying is seen as problematic, but 

many respondents rationalise and accept it as they view air travel as a “necessary evil” in 

most cases. Some respondents considered it crucial for influencers to be aware of the 

environmental impact of flying and not to downplay it, and others believed it is someone 

else’s responsibility to develop more climate-friendly flying. This type of thinking represents 

the justification of contradictory feelings, as these followers consume travel influencers’ 

content despite their frequent flying.  

Several respondents brought up supporting local communities and cultures in their 

responses, that being the code with the most references within the data. Therefore, social 

and cultural responsibility stands for a theme concerning respect for local communities 
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and ethical tourism practices. Travel influencers were expected to share an honest and 

realistic picture of destinations they travelled to, and take the environment, sustainability 

and local communities into account in their content. 

Ethicality was also highly emphasised in the responses. Many respondents shared their 

thoughts on travelling to countries with poor human rights, employees’ statuses in tourism, 

and travel-related problems in general. Some respondents saw it as crucial that travel 

influencers acknowledged the destinations they travel to, in terms of what impact such 

countries have on the world or people. Influencers travelling to these destinations created 

distrust in several respondents, while some respondents’ perspective related more to the 

presentation of such destinations – being honest about the problems in those places and 

sharing the reasons why they do not recommend travelling there. The topic clearly resonated 

among the respondents, and the opinions remained quite unanimous: according to the 

audience, travel influencers should not travel to destinations where unethical practices occur. 

Consequently, followers seem to expect travel influencers to act as culturally respectful 

mediators between destinations and audiences. 

Another theme that has been raised in the responses is responsibility through open 

communication, relating to how travel influencers are expected to inform their audiences 

and communicate openly about travel impacts. Information sharing and transparent content 

were among the most frequently referenced codes within the data (see Appendix 4), and 

transparency also emerged as the most common factor increasing followers’ trust in travel 

influencers. Honesty, informativity and realism were other trust-increasing factors 

mentioned multiple times in the responses. Some respondents described that they had learned 

new things through travel influencers’ content; however, others highlighted that despite their 

responsibility to share accurate information, travel influencers are not supposed to act as 

teachers in the online world. One respondent described the best-case scenario of influencer–

follower interaction as follows: 

I think it’s important to think about the environment and sustainability, but 

flying isn’t the only thing that’s bad for the environment, and you can make 

choices as a whole. Influencers also provide information and, at their best, 

increase multicultural knowledge and understanding, which is important when 

not everyone has the opportunity to travel. (R62) 

The interaction between followers was evident in other responses as well. For example, 

sustaining open discussion about sustainable destinations and responsible tourism was 
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highlighted. Some respondents considered influencers’ encouragement in sustainability 

important and pondered if influencers could think even more carefully about how to support 

sustainable choices in tourism, in terms of setting an example. This was repeated in several 

responses: how travel influencers should realise their own power towards their audience – 

especially in the sustainability context. Raising awareness and keeping the sustainability 

discussion going was seen as important: 

It would be important to keep responsibility in the discussion at regular 

intervals so that followers would think about travelling and its effects 

comprehensively. - - They don’t have to be perfect, but it’s important to raise 

awareness and set an example that responsibility is on their minds and that 

they are actively thinking about it. (R56) 

This perspective indicates compassion towards travel influencers within an extremely 

critical environment, while also highlighting the importance of responsible behaviour and 

the use of influence power. The thought of influencers “not having to be perfect” also reflects 

that not necessarily all followers expect full responsibility in every issue.  

Individual responsibility and accountability were repeated in other responses as well. This 

theme concerns how responsibility is perceived at the individual level, both for influencers 

and audiences. In several responses, showing a good example was seen as an opportunity 

rather than a duty of a travel influencer. These respondents emphasised that everyone has an 

equal responsibility when it comes to sustainability issues or any actions, whether they are 

influencers or not. 

The idea of shared responsibility reflects discussion of moral responsibility within the 

influencer culture, as travel influencers are often expected to set an example of responsible 

behaviour. According to this theme, these expectations are lowered, as audiences are ready 

to do their part in achieving more sustainable tourism. In this sense, followers do not view 

travel influencers as solely responsible for their audience but instead frame responsibility as 

a shared obligation between influencers and followers. 
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4.4  Travel content features building trust and scepticism  

This subchapter examines what kind of content creates trust and scepticism among travel 

influencers’ followers. In total, 26 factors causing trust or scepticism were identified in the 

responses, which formed four subthemes under both main themes. Within the main theme 

‘content that builds trust’, the following subthemes were developed: 

- Transparency and honesty in communication 

- Authentic and realistic self-presentation 

- Informative and proficient content 

- Ethical awareness and cultural respect  

The main theme ‘content that creates scepticism’, consists of the following subthemes: 

- Lack of authenticity  

- Excessive commercialisation 

- Ethical concerns in travel practices  

- Dishonesty or value contradictions 

The subthemes above address the second sub-research question by concerning audience 

responses to travel influencers’ content in terms of feelings and evaluation.  

The strongest trust-building factor mentioned by the respondents was transparency and 

honesty in communication. These codes had the most references in the data, which 

indicates that followers trust travel influencers who are open about their practices, 

collaborations and travel decisions, and who maintain honest communication with their 

audiences. The respondents highlighted that open discussion of prices, budgets, modes of 

transportation, and service providers was important to them. Several respondents seemed to 

value the influencer’s honesty about situations where something does not go as originally 

planned, or otherwise down-to-earth content. Transparency about travel influencers’ own 

judgement in environmental issues was also appreciated: 
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Honestly sharing the pros and cons, as well as understanding the impact of 

one’s own actions on the environment, builds trust. Although travelling is 

understandably the focus of a travel influencer’s work, I still feel it is important 

not to view one’s own activities solely from this perspective, but to also 

recognise their societal impacts. (R4) 

Many respondents had similar thoughts about the importance of versatile travel content.  

Another highly valued characteristic among the respondents was authenticity. Authentic 

and realistic self-presentation as a theme represents influencers’ genuine, relatable, and 

realistic appearance on their channels, rather than overly perfect content. Several 

respondents described that unfiltered content made them feel as if they were part of the trip, 

this way allowing them to relate to it more easily. 

The appreciation of authentic content appears closely connected to audience engagement. 

Genuine and down-to-earth posts appeal to audiences because they are perceived as less 

commercial. Many followers seek this type of content and tend to avoid overly promotional 

posts on social media, which helps explain why they choose to follow travel influencers in 

the first place. At the same time, audiences appear particularly critical of advertising and 

expect a clear distinction between influencers’ content and commercials. 

Many respondents also highlighted the importance of information in social media content. 

As discussed above, the Instagram channels of Finnish travel influencers and their content 

serve as information sources for many followers. According to the responses, followers trust 

travel influencers who provide useful information and demonstrate their knowledge about 

destinations and sustainability issues. Informative and proficient content appears to 

strengthen influencer–follower relationships, but it also sets expectations for following, as 

many audiences view high-quality, information-rich content as a basic standard for travel 

influencers. “Expertise” was a word choice appearing in some responses when asked about 

trust-building factors in travel influencers’ content. One respondent described how they 

appreciated influencers doing their background research form the subject or destination 

thoroughly, and noted that speculation might work for basic vacationers’ content, but 

influencers need to have a deeper understanding of the subject they are presenting. 

Ethical awareness and cultural respect were also highlighted among respondents: genuine 

situations and encounters with locals and consideration of their communities were repeated 

in multiple responses. Using local services during trips and respect for foreign cultures and 

the environment also built trust among followers. Knowledge, understanding and 
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investigation of new cultures and communities were all valued in the responses. Many 

respondents seemed to appreciate travel influencers using local services instead of tourist 

attractions and thereby avoiding spending money on large corporations. Similarly, some of 

the respondents told that the more influencers shared information about other cultures or 

how to behave in certain countries, the more they trusted them. 

When it comes to factors that cause scepticism among audiences, they partly represent the 

opposites of the trust-building themes. Among the most referenced factors were shallowness 

and inauthenticity, that is, followers become sceptical when influencer content appears 

overly perfect or lacks depth. This perceived lack of authenticity was phrased as “idealised 

pictures”, “smooth-dressed”, “filtered” and “trifling”. Respondents described that if only 

attractive travel spots are posted, along with superficial descriptions of the destination and 

its conditions, it arouses suspicions. Similarly, selfies taken against beautiful landscapes and 

in luxury accommodations were seen as pointless and untrustworthy content. 

Another factor cited several times by followers as raising distrust was the excessive 

commercialisation in travel influencers’ content. Respondents described that commercial 

content, including overly selling products or services, and sharing only glamorous moments, 

reduces trust in travel influencers and that these types of posts may not convey genuine 

experiences or opinions. Paid PR trips were another factor inspiring distrust: some 

respondents stated that they do not trust influencers’ opinions about the destination when 

they travel frequently on sponsored trips and for promotional purposes. Some respondents, 

however, also understood the business side of travel influencers’ profession and did not have 

as strict opinions about PR trips as other respondents.  

Ethical concerns in travel practices represents one theme raising scepticism among 

audiences. According to the responses, followers become sceptical when travel influencers 

promote destinations or activities perceived as ethically problematic. Some respondents even 

named countries they considered unethical for travel influencers to visit. Unethical tourist 

activities, such as elephant sanctuaries, were cited by several respondents as reasons for 

distrust and, in some cases, for unfollowing influencers. Accordingly, the disrespect of local 

cultures and the exploitation of poor areas were mentioned in the responses. Some 

respondents expressed a strong desire for influencers to speak out on these major issues in 

order to build trust. 
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The final theme, considering the features of scepticism, is dishonesty or value 

contradictions, where trust among followers decreases when they perceive inconsistencies 

between travel influencers’ claims and their actual behaviour. Some respondents described 

situations in which influencers’ responses to followers’ travel-related questions were 

perceived as defensive rather than genuinely addressed. Feelings of something left unsaid in 

travel content or catching a travel influencer in a lie were repeated as trust-decreasing factors 

in the responses. Some respondents, however, saw influencers’ inadvertence as a possibility 

of dishonesty: 

I often notice that travel influencers, whether intentionally or unintentionally, 

fail to address problems or present things in a better light than they actually 

are, this does not inspire trust. (R55) 

Honesty, dishonesty and contradictory values are important elements in discussing 

responsibility, as travel influencers’ value conflicts may cause mixed emotions in audiences. 

4.5  Audience responses: cognitive dissonance, reflection and action 

Audience responses, such as cognitive dissonance, reflection and action, are examined in 

this subchapter. Three subthemes were developed: ‘sustainable travel decision-making’, 

‘ethical consumption and support for local communities’, and ‘learning and awareness 

through content’. These themes contribute to the second sub-research question by 

concerning reflection, tension and potential action in audiences, guided by travel influencers’ 

content. 

The followers were asked how the content produced by Finnish travel influencers has 

affected their thinking about travel or acting as a traveller. Some of the respondents felt that 

the content has not have any or much influence on them, and some stated that they already 

act responsibly and sustainably when it comes to travelling. Many respondents mentioned 

inspiration towards various travels and the courage to solo travel, although they do not touch 

the sustainability topic as such. Some respondents saw providing inspiration as challenging 

from the perspective of sustainable development. 

Several respondents, however, reflected their changed attitudes or actions. The most 

considerations involved sustainable travel decision-making, considering changes in travel 

planning and destination choices. The most referenced code included favouring non-touristic 
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destinations. Avoiding flying and package holidays and even giving up travelling to certain 

destinations were also mentioned in the responses. The responses indicate that influencer 

content can encourage more conscious travel decision-making, particularly in destination 

choice and transportation. Instead of following mass tourism trends, some respondents 

described making more deliberate and environmentally responsible travel decisions while 

also debating with an increased interest in travelling: 

I have gotten a lot of practical tips from influencers on how to travel more 

safely and also how to travel more ethically. On the other hand, I have also 

realised that there are places I don’t ‘need’ to visit, as they have turned out to 

be less interesting than I originally thought. At the same time, the content of 

travel influencers often gives me travel fever. (R58) 

As far as I’m concerned, the content has increased my interest in travelling, 

provided tips and encouraged more responsible choices. On the other hand, it 

has also increased my desire to travel and created an image of travel as an 

easily accessible lifestyle. In my opinion, the impact also depends a lot on the 

values that the influencer promotes. (R3) 

These actions represent major eco-conscious development among audiences – both 

intentions and actual behaviour, as well as the adjustment of one’s cognitive attitudes. The 

responses also reveal the audience’s understanding of the contradiction of sustainability and 

the desire to travel more. 

Sustainable travelling was also understood in the responses through social responsibility, 

including supporting local economies, respecting cultural contexts and prioritising ethical 

tourism experiences. Ethical consumption and support for local communities as a theme 

highlights these changes in audiences’ travel attitudes and choices. For example, the 

treatment of animals was mentioned repeatedly in many responses, as well as travelling more 

outside “tourist traps”. Some of the respondents also shared their thoughts about responsible 

travelling being more than solely flight emissions.  

Similarly than in themes concerning audience trust and scepticism of travel content, social 

responsibility and sustainability stood out distinctly in the responses. This perception 

represents a strong response to travel content, as followers labelled the actions described 

above as things they have learned from travel influencers. 

In several responses, learning new things through travel influencers’ content was 

highlighted, as well as broadened perspectives. Learning and awareness through content 

as a theme focuses on how influencer content expands knowledge and awareness about 
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sustainable travel. Many respondents mentioned that they have learned about cultures, global 

situations and new travel destinations. One respondent shared their thoughts about social 

media’s ability to satisfy travel desires: 

[Travel content] has broadened my views on different travel destinations and 

increased my awareness. Seeing some destinations through social media may 

also give me the feeling that I have seen enough on social media and no longer 

want to travel there. Sometimes it’s the other way around. (R12) 

These types of answers represent a cognitive change among followers, as their awareness 

has increased without necessarily changing behaviour. Mental inconsistency is still present 

when, in some cases, a follower thinks they have fulfilled their needs via travel influencers’ 

content, while in some scenarios it is even increasing travel aspiration. According to the 

responses, influencers act as informational mediators who bring out facts mixed with 

entertainment. When presented this way, information might reach more people, and the 

gained knowledge may lead to behavioural change among audiences. 

4.6  Summary of findings 

Both datasets yielded valuable information and insights about research participants. All the 

interviewed travel influencers seemed to appreciate most the opportunity of being a 

trustworthy information source through their content and raising awareness among their 

audiences. These were also the main justifications of their profession – why they actively 

produce quality content for their followers. Travel influencers showed clear reflection on the 

moral responsibility of their profession, as well as their values and approach to the topic of 

sustainability. They also recognised their targets of development when it comes to 

responsibility regarding their work and sustainable travel. 

Followers showed their interest in the topic already by responding to the survey. Responses 

demonstrated understanding of responsibility in the context of influential figures and role 

models, as well as sustainability issues related to travelling and the global situation in 

general. Cognitive inconsistency was present both in influencers’ and followers’ responses, 

indicating that travel influencers’ content does not only influence behaviour but can lead to 

mixed and sometimes conflicting responses among audiences. 
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5  Discussion 

The purpose of this thesis was to understand tensions emerging from travel influencers’ 

profession, focusing on issues of responsibility and sustainability, and including both 

influencer and follower perspectives. From the very first encounters, the interviewed travel 

influencers expressed their interest in the research topic, highlighting its significance. 

Furthermore, exceeding the survey target by almost double indicates the relevance of the 

subject as well as its importance also in the view of respondents. While both the interviews 

and survey responses revealed expected outcomes, the responses also included highly 

unexpected and diverse viewpoints on the topic.  

Next, the findings are discussed in light of the research questions and are compared with the 

existing literature and theoretical background. The findings of this study show that the 

interaction between Finnish travel influencers and their audiences strongly considers moral 

responsibility, although it often occurs in conflict. Influencers primarily assess responsibility 

in terms of communication, awareness and personal values, whereas audiences evaluate it 

through informativity, transparency and visible behavioural choices. Partial misalignments 

with the concept seem to cause experiences of cognitive dissonance, where audiences 

simultaneously engage with travel content and criticise it (Jeong et al. 2019). For example, 

travel influencers’ flight emissions played a significant role in followers’ responses, but the 

travel content of the same influencers still inspires audiences. 

Travel influencers see their responsibilities mainly as communicative, as most of them 

highlight their main objectives as travel content creators being sources of information rather 

than inspiration. Several influencers connect responsibility to their power to influence, which 

further guides their decisions when it comes to creating travel content. However, influencers 

also associate responsibility with higher expectations from followers: how they, as public 

travellers, are seen as more responsible for sustainable behaviour and setting a good example 

through their content. Among some travel influencers, this provokes irritation, as they want 

to have the same ‘rights’ to perform actions as any other person who does not post them 

online. This line of thinking reflects reactive attitudes of moral responsibility theory, 

suggested by Fischer (1999) and Talbert (2025): as highly visible actors in social media 

environments, influencers become targets of audience evaluations. In addition to mere 
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actions, followers might also respond to intentions and influence they perceive while 

interacting with travel influencers and their content. Based on findings, some of the travel 

influencers identify as morally responsible, even if their choices do not always represent 

sustainability. However, this might create tension between influencers and their followers, 

as an ‘imperfect but trying’ type of narrative does not necessarily fulfil audience 

expectations, nor represent aligning mindsets. According to a single survey respondent, 

Finnish people are seen as generally more responsible compared to other nationalities, which 

already sets high expectations for Finnish travel influencers and positions them differently 

from others. 

What travel influencers are not necessarily aware of is their audiences’ compassion towards 

these extremely high expectations regarding influencer responsibility. Not all followers 

perceive responsibility as a burden for solely powerful people to bear – as the findings 

demonstrate, individual responsibility is also recognised by audiences, as it were to release 

travel influencers from being framed as ‘pathfinders’ of sustainability in the tourism 

industry. Shared responsibility represents a development in influencer–audience dynamics 

that could be more considered in their constant interactions. This type of communication 

might promote both responsible and sustainable thinking of each party.  

According to the findings, followers of travel influencers think that it is essential to sustain 

open discussions about responsibility and keep it ongoing on their channels. Followers seem 

to value informative content, and they saw responsibility as an important topic to repeat, in 

order to influence the audience’s perspectives on travel and its effects. At the same time, 

followers see active responsibility and sustainability talk as a means of travel influencers to 

show their involvement in such topics. The centrality of informative and proficient content 

in the views of audiences is remarkable, as it affects the influencer–follower dynamics. For 

example, as emerged from the influencer interviews, travel influencers also view consistent 

communication about environmental and other social issues as important for influencing 

changes in followers’ attitudes and actions. While some of the followers expect this kind of 

repetition, they already show a positive attitude towards shifting perceptions. This can be 

seen as strengthening the relationships between travel influencers and their audiences.  

One of the interesting findings regarding the responsibility of travel influencers – and social 

media influencers in general – is the ambiguity of the profession. As examined in the 

literature review, responsible influencer practices are still in an early stage of development, 
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and only limited sectors of influencer marketing are regulated, depending on the country. 

The role of influencers in responsible or sustainable practices remains uncertain; for 

example, the guidelines of the Finnish Competition and Consumer Authority (2025a; 2025b) 

are directed at the advertising of products or services, but there are no specific principles 

regarding the techniques by which they are presented to the audience. 

As manifested in public discussion (Bäck 2026) and in the interviews, (travel) influencers 

are highly aware of this contradiction when it comes to responsibility issues. Influencers do 

not operate with clear rules, which is why responsibility may often remain uncertain and 

situational. The findings show how influencers get frustrated when responsible content 

practices are seen as their obligation, whether it was audience, authorities or partners. 

However, the survey responses suggest that followers have relatively clear expectations 

regarding travel influencers’ responsibilities. These expectations include, for example, 

careful consideration of which destinations are presented as acceptable, the modes of 

transport used to reach them, and the ways in which local residents and cultures are treated. 

Both the existing literature and research findings demonstrate that travel influencers on 

social media are positioned as powerful role models when it comes to audiences’ travel 

choices and decision-making (e.g. Yesiloglu & Costello 2021; Mahapatra et al. 2025). When 

examining the environmental sustainability of travel influencers, the juxtaposition of 

positive potentials and negative influences must be considered. As already discussed above, 

followers expect responsibility from travel influencers in many ways but also review 

responsibility as every individual’s personal duty. A slightly surprising finding from the 

survey responses is that followers may see social sustainability as more important than 

environmental sustainability in influencer content, supported by the highest frequency in the 

coding process of the data. Travel influencers are expected to act responsibly in foreign 

environments and also share that example with their audience, in order to educate them and 

increase multicultural knowledge and understanding in influencer–follower interaction. 

According to the responses, followers might also associate both transparency and 

authenticity in travel influencers’ content with credible sustainability messaging. 

When it comes to influencers justifying the ethics and sustainability of their profession, 

informativity, raising awareness and educating followers were the most discussed topics in 

the interviews, which indicates their importance and emerge as professional values for 

influencers. Sharing information appears as a base for communication tactics, decision-
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making and line of reasoning, connecting with influencers’ personal ethics and lifestyle. For 

example, several travel influencers highlight that their modes of operation are based on their 

own desires of ethicality and sustainability, and not pressures coming from outside.  

The ideology behind travelling to certain destinations due to their informative value instead 

of encouraging people to travel there as well emerges as an intriguing perspective from the 

interviews. The justification represents a carefully constructed ethical line of reasoning from 

this influencer, while also considering communication with their audience. The discussion 

about unethical travel destinations also highlights feelings of cognitive dissonance and moral 

responsibility, in terms of how to present issues in travel influencers’ content. Influencers 

seem to process these emotions by justifying their ideologies in the light of the value that 

shared information brings to followers (Jeong et al. 2019). The interviews suggest that travel 

influencers’ personal ethical reflections represent high self-awareness, even while 

acknowledging their own imperfections. Some of the influencers consider it important to 

produce content guided by their own values, interests and personalities, which can be 

connected to the attributability dimension of the moral responsibility theory: travel 

influencers’ actions and content are often linked to their character or personal values 

(Shoemaker 2011).  

Environmental values can also be picked from the discussions with travel influencers, 

although simultaneously, ecological issues act as quite conflicting in their daily lives. For 

example, the talk about constant air travel seems to create irritation in travel influencers, as 

flying is generally seen as such a remarkable polluter. Nevertheless, as covered in the 

literature, travel influencers’ share of flight emissions does not play that notable role. 

Frequent and distant flights are justified by travel influencers by sharing and educating about 

new cultures and issues around the world, with the result that the aforementioned flight 

emissions are as if divided among followers. Travel influencers appear to consider it 

important to keep environmental, ethical and sustainability-related issues present in their 

content, despite potential inconsistencies between their messaging and actions. 

Audience perceptions of travel influencers are likely based on followers’ evaluations, which 

develop from feelings of trust or scepticism. Moreover, travel influencers’ content does not 

simply influence behaviour, but it produces mixed and sometimes conflicting responses, 

including cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance in this context can be seen as tension 
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between emotions or behaviour (Melo et al. 2025), but followers’ responses also include 

reflection and changed actions. 

The existing literature suggests that the negative influence of travel influencers usually 

relates to the promotion of frequent flying and exotic or distant locations (e.g. Björkvall & 

Westberg 2021), but according to the study results, social concerns such as unethical travel 

destinations, disrespect towards local cultures and overtourism are more addressed among 

followers of travel influencers. Although it cannot be claimed that travel influencers are the 

main reason for, for instance, overtourism, the impact of influencers’ travel encouragement 

on their audiences is significant (Saini et al. 2024). Yet, many low-income or developing 

countries are economically dependent on tourism, so promoting such destinations could, in 

fact, have a measurable impact on the industry and be regarded as a sustainable practice. 

This is something that audiences have addressed in their responses as well. Social 

responsibility and sustainability, standing out in the findings, represent the audience’s strong 

response to travel influencers’ content. 

Implications for sustainability communication can be perceived as closely related to 

audience expectations. As referred to in the literature, influencers’ credibility and 

authenticity intersect with eco-conscious messaging by building a strong and confidential 

connection with the audience while investing in genuine and ethical content production 

(Babu et al. 2024; Saini et al. 2024). The findings suggest that transparency and authenticity 

are the most significant factors in building trust among audiences. These outcomes are in 

line with the existing literature, where the features in question are decisively connected to 

how followers view travel influencers’ content (Mahapatra et al. 2025; Saini et al. 2024).  

According to the findings, some changed attitudes and lines of thinking, when it comes to 

sustainability, can be identified among followers of travel influencers. Followers describe 

how travel content has provided them with practical advice and encouragement for more 

responsible and ethical travel – but simultaneously, given them an even stronger travel fever. 

Despite this contradiction between sustainability and the desire to travel, the findings 

indicate that followers have succeeded in adjusting their cognitive dissonance. According to 

Melo et al. (2025), individuals’ behavioural changes are less likely than modifying attitudes 

– however, the responses demonstrate that followers can make the choice to only follow 

responsible travel influencers and consider their own actions after following a good example 

set by an influencer. 
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The findings indicate that the scepticism that followers of travel influencers experience 

mainly develops from commercial and contradictory content. As discussed in the literature, 

commercialisation on social media and in the travel context can cause a variety of feelings 

among audiences (Babu et al. 2024). The findings suggest that promotion and strong 

persuasion clearly affect how followers perceive influencers’ authenticity and 

trustworthiness, as advertisements and paid partnerships are expected to hide inside 

influencers’ content. Excessive commercialisation in travel content appears to arouse 

negative reactions in audiences, along with sceptical perspectives of travel destinations that 

have been promoted as a paid partnership. As these commercial partnerships and PR trips 

can arouse scepticism in followers, they could be brought up for discussion more in 

influencer–follower communication. For example, travel influencers could ask their 

audiences which features specifically in their commercial content disturb them. 

Nevertheless, travel influencers’ side in the discussion about commercial content is quite 

obvious: they produce it to make a living. This acts as a difficult misalignment between 

influencers and their followers, because no one usually enjoys advertisements. According to 

the findings, influencers respond to these negative remarks by accepting that it is impossible 

to please everyone. 

Contradictory values arising from travel content, in the context of commercial content or on 

their own, represent another distinct feature shaping distrust and scepticism in followers. 

They can also be connected to those reactive attitudes that followers base their judgement 

on regarding influencers (Fischer 1999; Talbert 2025). Followers usually notice quickly if 

influencers’ behaviour and presentation diverge from normal, and their trust in influencers 

can decrease when inconsistency between, for instance, influencers’ sustainability claims 

and their actual behaviour is perceived. The foregoing represents a concrete example given 

by one of the interviewed influencers themselves: followers occasionally question their 

sustainability-focused content and compare it to frequent travelling. These perceptions can 

also be associated with greenwashing concerns – however, greenwashing was not mentioned 

in the survey responses at all.  

All above-mentioned responses and evaluations among audiences appear to affect influencer 

credibility. The existing research suggests that credibility is among the most crucial features 

when addressing influencer power (Manthiou et al. 2024), which also supports the findings 

of this study, strongly connecting to influencer–audience dynamics. 
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6  Conclusions 

The themes that clearly emerge from the data include the importance of information in the 

context of social media, as well as themes related to responsibility and sustainability. As an 

interesting point to note, travel influencers act ‘independently’: they highlight that their 

profession is also their lifestyle, which they love – and that they would probably travel as 

much and do the same things despite being social media influencers. Perceptions of the 

difference between the profession of an influencer and voluntary content creation seem to 

vary among followers, which is reflected in influencers’ daily lives as varied forms of 

interaction. Influencers feel that followers do not always recognise travel content creation as 

voluntary work, and that the expectations placed on such content can become unreasonable 

at times. 

Audiences seem to appreciate both informativity of travel content, as well as its 

entertainment value. Travel influencers are seen as informational mediators, as social media 

platforms are becoming increasingly popular information sources – especially for travel 

purposes. However, followers have already recognised the downsides of commercial 

influencing in these online environments, as they explicitly describe the responsibilities that 

travel influencers should take into account when producing content.  

Nuances from both moral responsibility theory and cognitive dissonance theory are 

recognised from the data. Both influencers’ actions and followers’ responses can be 

connected to reactive attitudes, defining the moral responsibility of travel influencers. 

Cognitive dissonance seems to be present both in travel influencers’ evaluations regarding 

their actions and content creation, and audiences’ attitudinal adjustments.  

Finnish travel influencers view responsibility in travel content creation from a 

communicative and educational perspective. They also identify their profession as 

ambiguous and lacking a clear or regulated framework, while similarly experiencing high 

and sometimes unreasonable expectations regarding responsibility, sustainability or 

exemplariness. Sustainable travel in their social media content is based on education and 

raising awareness of cultures, societies and environmental options to travel – and aiming to 

influence followers’ sustainable behaviour. 
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While travel influencers’ followers do set high expectations on influencers’ social media 

presence, they also perceive responsibility as every individual’s obligation. Moreover, 

responsibility and sustainability are seen as essential topics in travel influencer content to 

sustain, along with other informative postings. In the eyes of followers, sustainable travel 

culminates in social sustainability – that is, respecting cultures, people and localness – rather 

than environmental sustainability. 

Finnish travel influencers justify the ethics and sustainability of their profession based on 

the informative value followers gain from their content. Influencers see their constant trips 

as education about foreign cultures and raising awareness about the global situation – not 

necessarily an encouragement for their followers to travel the same destinations. Influencers’ 

justifications are also based on their personal ethics and lifestyle: they make sustainable 

choices on their travels and in their daily lives and communicate transparently towards their 

audience. They perceive content production as important to follow their own values, interests 

and personalities, even though they might sometimes be inconsistent with environmental or 

sustainability-related issues.  

In general, audiences perceive and respond to influencers’ travel content in much the same 

way: social responsibility and sustainability inspire trust and respect among followers, and 

in the opposite case, cause scepticism when disregarded. Transparent and authentic travel 

content is connected to followers’ trust and potential behavioural responses, such as 

adjusting one’s cognitive dissonance when it comes to contradiction between sustainability 

and the desire to travel. Sceptical perspectives in travel content include commercialised 

travel experiences, as well as value contradictions, which weaken influencers’ 

trustworthiness. While travel content generally causes cognitive dissonance among 

followers – due to frequent air travel and simultaneous travel fever, for instance – audiences 

seem capable of regulating these feelings. For example, considering which travel influencers 

to follow, or changing one’s actions after following a good example set by an influencer can 

help adjust one’s cognitive dissonance. 

As the research objectives aimed to gain an understanding of travel influencers’ self-

perspectives regarding responsible and sustainable content production practices, and their 

audiences’ response to that, a connection between ideas can be identified from the findings. 

Both parties value open and transparent communication, and recognise the challenges in an 

unregulated profession. Another goal in the research was to analyse audience trust and 
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sustainability-oriented attitudes that travel content stimulates among the followers, which 

was achieved according to numerous themes arising from the followers. Surprisingly diverse 

responses and attitudinal changes were identified from the data. 

These findings indicate special dynamics between travel influencers and their audiences: at 

the same time, they seem to understand each other yet have differing perspectives on some 

modes of action regarding responsibility or sustainability-related issues. The findings offer 

a new angle to the existing research by bringing together the influential and receiving parties, 

their perspectives and self-reflections. The practical impact of this research relates to the 

understanding of each party: the interviewed travel influencers are given the survey 

responses, so they can form an indicative overall view of their followers. Together with the 

information from the findings of this thesis, travel influencers are able to adjust their 

communication towards their audiences, for instance, by providing explanatory content 

regarding their profession. On a broader level, the study contributes to the overall 

conceptions of both environmental and social sustainability in travelling. Moreover, by 

adopting ethical responsibility, travel influencers can play a pivotal role in guiding audiences 

towards more sustainable travel, simultaneously fighting climate-related challenges.   

6.1  Evaluation of the study 

The limitations and evaluation of this research relate to the depth of interview data, the 

temporality of social media, and researcher positionality and interpretation. For instance, 

values and responsibility are personal and potentially sensitive topics, which may limit 

participants’ true viewpoints. As a result, complete honesty cannot be guaranteed in either 

interviews or surveys. The data collection through an open-ended survey can also produce 

shorter and less detailed responses (Stone 2023) than interviews and result in differences in 

data richness, which could limit the comparative analysis. When it comes to the research 

field, digital platforms and hence the influencer culture evolve rapidly, which means the 

collected data reflect a specific moment in time (Manthiou et al. 2024). Audience attitudes 

and social media content practices may transform as platform algorithms, trends and 

sustainability discourses change (Saini et al. 2024).  

Reliability of the research builds upon researcher reflexivity and research implementation 

regarding the design of the interview questions and analysis methods. Achieving complete 
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objectivity in research is unlikely, but aspects of reflexivity in conducting the research, 

gathering information, and analysing the results must be considered (Cocq & Liliequist 

2024). For example, the researcher’s possible presumptions were taken into consideration in 

the analysis. Another bias in the research relates to the limitations of purposive sampling, in 

which participants are deliberately selected for the study. The purposive sampling method 

may exclude certain groups of people and overrepresent others (Bullard 2024), which has 

been acknowledged in the interpretation of the results.  

Unbiased data analysis requires subjectivity and a deliberate distance from the participants 

(Bullard 2024). Hence, researcher–participant relationships form one challenge in the 

research position: one of the interviewees has a close relationship with the researcher, which 

may complicate objectivity, neutrality, and certain expectations during the data collection 

and analysis process. This array has been taken into consideration to prevent distortion of 

the results by bracketing. Bracketing means trying to reject the researcher’s own opinions, 

assumptions and expectations while collecting and analysing data, so that focusing on 

participants’ actual experiences would be easier and the interpretation would follow 

participant narratives (Billups 2020). It is also important for the researcher to bring all 

participants to the same level in the study and analyse the data as an entity.  

6.2  Future research 

The research of influencer–audience dynamics and relationships could be directed towards 

more intensive research methods, in order to achieve deeper insights into both parties. For 

example, digital ethnography on travel influencers’ Instagram content could offer a flexible 

and multidimensional means of processing social media data (Cocq & Liliequist 2024), 

involving intense immersion within the participants. A systematic observation of travel 

influencers’ content could produce novel understanding of travel influencers’ work ethic, 

practices and patterns, along with providing a perspective of their professional values.  

Similarly, a deeper discussion and understanding of followers’ perceptions could be 

achieved with focus group interviews. A focus group interview has the potential to represent 

group interaction while communicating about the topic (Hyvärinen et al. 2021), and it 

enables congregating the people truly interested in the topic while giving a possibility to 

share their thoughts openly.  
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In addition to alternative methodology, future research could also be directed to investigating 

regulatory frameworks and platform responsibility. At the moment, there is no specific entity 

responsible for ensuring the accountability of social media influencers or the messages they 

send throughout their channels. Regulatory factors also vary between countries, which could 

be interesting to study more. Comparisons between Finland and foreign travel influencers 

would offer a novel angle to the topic. 
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Appendix 1. Interview questions 

Background questions 

1. When did you start creating travel content, and why?  

2. Would you describe yourself as an influencer: what kind of content do you produce, 

and how often do you post? 

3. What role do travel and social media play in your work or daily life? 

4. Do you consider yourself influential? Who do you think you influence? What does 

influence mean to you? 

Social media content and follower feedback 

5. Does your profession as a ‘public traveller’ influence the choices you make on your 

trips? In what way? 

6. What kind of expectations do you generally have regarding the reception of the 

travel content you post? 

Values and responsibility in the profession of an influencer 

7. Do you feel that your work as a travel influencer comes with some kind of 

responsibility towards your audience? How would you define it? 

8. Would you say that responsibility in your content is personally important to you, or 

is it more of a social requirement?  

9. What other personal/professional values guide your decision-making in content 

creation?  

10. Do you ever have to balance between inspiring content and responsibility? Can you 

give an example? 

11. Have you faced criticism regarding travel, environmental impacts or greenwashing? 

Do you have any examples? 

12. How do you approach such criticism, and how do you typically respond to it? 

13. What methods do you use to justify your actions to your followers or partners? 
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14. What do you consider responsible travel and sustainable tourism to be, and do you 

feel you meet these criteria? Why or why not? 

15. What are your thoughts on travelling to countries that could be considered ethically 

questionable? 

16. What differences do you see between travelling abroad and domestic travel?  

17. Has your own attitude towards sustainable travel changed during your career? If so, 

how and why? 

18. How do you see the role of travel influencers in the future from a sustainability 

perspective? 

19. Do you have anything else to add or share on this topic? 

 



 

 

Appendix 2. Survey questions 

1. How old are you? 

2. How often do you consume content from travel influencers on Instagram? 

3. Why do you follow Finnish travel influencers on Instagram? 

4. How do you feel about travel influencers’ responsibility in matters related to the 

environment and sustainability? 

5. What kind of content creates trust in travel influencers in you as a follower? What 

about distrust?  

6. How has the content of Finnish travel influencers affected how you think about travel 

or how you act as a traveller? 

7. What do you think travel influencers should take into account when creating content 

about travelling and travel destinations? 



 

 

Appendix 3. NVivo codebook of the influencer interview data 
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Appendix 4. NVivo codebook of the follower survey data 
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