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Abstract
This study examines how social media marketing influences tourism consumer
decision-making across the staged yet nonlinear travel journey within the United States.
Building on tourism decision-stage perspectives and digital consumer behavior theory,
the research proposes an integrated framework linking social media marketing stimuli—
platform exposure, influencer communication, and user-generated content—to internal
psychological mechanisms (trust, perceived authenticity, emotional engagement, and
destination attitude) and behavioral outcomes (inspiration, planning, booking intention
and booking behavior, on-site engagement, and post-trip sharing). The framework is
grounded in the Stimulus—Organism—Response (S-O-R) model and complemented by
elements of the Theory of Planned Behavior and the Technology Acceptance Model to
capture cognitive, affective, and social influence pathways. Methodologically, the study
adopts an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. The quantitative phase uses a
structured survey of U.S. tourism consumers to test direct and mediated relationships
among the proposed constructs using structural equation modeling, while the qualitative
phase follows with semi-structured interviews to explain key quantitative patterns,
explore platform-specific decision pathways, and elaborate how travelers form trust and
assess authenticity across stages and platforms. The study contributes by offering a
stage-sensitive, multi-platform account of social-media-driven tourism behavior and by
generating practical guidance for designing platform-appropriate, credibility-centered
social media strategies across the travel journey.
Keywords
Social media marketing; tourism consumer behavior; user-generated content; trust;
authenticity; mixed methods; S-O-R model; United States

1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Contemporary Context

The contemporary digital environment has significantly transformed marketing
communication, with social media emerging as a dominant channel through which
consumers discover, evaluate, and share travel experiences. Traditional promotional
approaches—mass media campaigns, printed brochures, and one-directional brand
messaging—are increasingly being supplemented or replaced by interactive, user-
driven digital ecosystems that prioritize visual storytelling, peer validation, and real-time
engagement (Hudson et al., 2015; Gretzel, 2021). As consumer attention shifts toward
mobile devices and networked platforms, marketing influence is no longer controlled
solely by organizations but is co-created through social interaction and user-generated
content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).
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Tourism is where this shift is felt most acutely. Travel decisions are experiential,
intangible, and emotionally driven, making them highly susceptible to visual persuasion,
peer recommendations, and narrative-based influence disseminated through social
media (Litvin et al., 2008). Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, Facebook,
and TripAdvisor now function not merely as communication channels but as decision-
support environments where consumers seek inspiration, validate choices, and share
post-travel experiences (Xiang et al., 2015; Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). Empirical
research confirms that social media engagement plays a central role in destination
discovery, itinerary planning, and booking behavior, reinforcing its strategic importance
within tourism marketing practice (Gretzel et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2025).

Over 5.24 billion people now use social media globally, representing approximately
63.9% of the world's population (We Are Social, 2025). Within tourism contexts,
platform-specific engagement patterns further suggest that different platforms shape
distinct phases of the travel journey: visually oriented platforms such as Instagram and
TikTok tend to drive early-stage inspiration, while review-based platforms such as
TripAdvisor and Facebook communities play a stronger role during evaluation, booking,
and post-trip reflection (Fotis et al., 2011; Leung et al., 2013).

Despite widespread recognition of social media's influence, existing marketing
and consumer behavior models struggle to capture the cyclical, nonlinear, and socially
mediated nature of contemporary travel decision-making. Traditional linear
frameworks—such as AIDA or stage-based decision models—do not account for the
iterative feedback loops created by digital engagement, where consumers move
repeatedly between inspiration, evaluation, and validation through online communities.
This study is situated within the United States tourism context, where high social media
penetration and digitally mediated travel planning make these dynamics particularly
pronounced.

1.2 Problem Statement

Tourism products are inherently intangible and experiential, requiring consumers
to rely on external information sources, peer reviews, and visual content to reduce
perceived risk and build confidence before committing to travel decisions (Middleton et
al., 2009). Social media platforms address this need directly, enabling travelers to
observe vicarious experiences, compare destinations, and validate choices through
user-generated content and influencer narratives (Litvin et al., 2008; Yoo & Gretzel,
2011).

Although a growing body of research has explored the influence of platforms
such as Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok on destination awareness and booking
intention, fewer studies examine how social media marketing operates across the full
arc of tourism consumption—from initial inspiration and planning through to booking, on-
site experience, and post-trip sharing (Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). There remains,
moreover, limited empirical modeling of how platform-specific engagement patterns
interact with trust in user-generated content and peer influence to shape behavioral
outcomes at each stage (Harrigan et al., 2020).

This fragmentation constrains both theoretical understanding and practical application.
Tourism marketers invest heavily in social media campaigns, influencer partnerships,
and digital engagement strategies, yet often lack integrated frameworks that clarify
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when and how specific platforms influence consumer behavior. A more holistic
examination of social media marketing as a multi-stage, multi-platform influence
process is therefore needed.

1.3 Rationale for the Study

The problem outlined above calls not simply for more research on social media in
tourism, but for research designed differently. Most existing studies examine either a
single platform in isolation or a single stage of the consumer journey. What is missing is
a framework that treats the tourism decision process as a whole—one sensitive to how
platform influence, trust formation, and behavioral responses shift as travelers move
from dreaming about a destination to sharing their experiences afterward.

This study responds to that gap by proposing a stage-sensitive examination of
social media marketing within tourism behavior. Consumers today engage with branded
content, influencer endorsements, peer reviews, and travel blogs at different points in
their journey, and the evidence suggests that these influences are both stage-
dependent and platform-specific (Leung et al., 2013; Harrigan et al., 2020).
Understanding that variation—rather than averaging across it—is what will allow
marketers and researchers alike to develop more precise, effective strategies.

Beyond its scholarly contribution, this study is grounded in practical relevance. U.S.
tourism marketers and destination management organizations need actionable,
evidence-based guidance on which platforms to prioritize, and when, across the
consumer journey. This research aims to provide exactly that.

1.4 Aims and Objectives

Research Aim:
This research aims to examine how social media marketing influences tourism
consumer behavior across the full decision-making journey within the United States,
with particular attention to platform-specific influences, trust formation, and behavioral
outcomes.
Objectives:

1. To examine how social media marketing influences tourism consumer

decision-making across key stages of the travel journey (inspiration, planning,
booking, experience, and post-travel sharing) within the U.S. context.

2. To analyze the role of trust, authenticity, and user-generated content in

shaping tourism consumption behavior in contemporary digital environments.

3. To identify platform-specific differences in how consumers engage with
tourism-related content across major platforms such as Instagram, TikTok,

Facebook, and review-based ecosystems.
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4. To develop an integrated conceptual framework that connects behavioral
theory and digital marketing perspectives in explaining social-media-driven tourism

decisions.

5. To generate managerial insights for tourism marketers seeking to design
effective, stage-specific social media strategies in the U.S. tourism sector.

1.5 Research Questions

The study is guided by the following research questions:

Primary Research Question

PRQ:

How does social media marketing influence tourism consumer decision-making across
the travel journey within the United States?

Supporting Research Questions

SRQ1:

How do different social media platforms influence tourism inspiration, planning, and
booking behavior?

SRQ2:

What role do trust, authenticity, and user-generated content play in shaping tourism
consumption behavior?

SRQ3:

How do consumers cognitively and emotionally process tourism-related social media
content when forming travel decisions?

SRQ4:

How can tourism marketers strategically leverage platform-specific content to influence
consumer behavior?

1.6 Significance of the Study

This study contributes to both academic and managerial understanding of social
media marketing within tourism. Academically, it addresses a gap in existing research
by proposing an integrated, stage-based perspective on platform influence across the
tourism decision journey—one that accounts for the recursive, multi-platform nature of
how travelers actually engage with digital content. Managerially, the findings aim to
equip tourism marketers and destination managers with platform-specific insights
capable of informing more targeted digital strategies, enhancing consumer engagement,
and improving conversion outcomes.

With a specific focus on the U.S. tourism market, the study seeks to generate insights
that are relevant to destinations, tourism marketers, and digital campaign strategists
operating within highly networked consumer environments. Its core contributions can be
summarized as follows: it offers a stage-sensitive explanation of how social media
marketing shapes tourism decision-making; it integrates behavioral and digital
marketing theory into a unified analytical framework; it positions trust and authenticity as
mediating mechanisms rather than peripheral considerations; and it provides U.S.-
focused managerial guidance for platform-specific tourism strategies.
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2. Literature and Theoretical Foundation

2.1 Social Media Marketing and Tourism Decision-Making

The contemporary tourism marketplace is increasingly shaped by social media
marketing, where travelers use platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, YouTube,
Facebook, and TripAdvisor not only as information sources but as decision-support
ecosystems influencing how destinations are discovered, evaluated, selected, and
shared (Hudson et al., 2015; Todua & Danelia, 2025; Katsoni & Costa, 2025). Unlike
traditional marketing channels, social media environments enable interactive
communication, user participation, and peer validation, shifting influence from brand-
controlled messaging toward socially co-created content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).

This matters more in tourism than in almost any other consumer category
because travel decisions are experiential, intangible, and high-involvement. Consumers
cannot fully evaluate destinations before purchase and must therefore rely on symbolic
cues, reviews, narratives, and visual representations to reduce perceived risk and build
decision confidence (Kotler et al., 2021; Kam Fung So et al., 2015). Empirical studies
increasingly demonstrate that social media engagement shapes destination image
formation, travel intention, and booking behavior, reinforcing the strategic importance of
social media marketing in tourism contexts (Gretzel et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2025).
Despite this growth, existing scholarship remains fragmented. Many studies focus on
individual platforms or examine singular outcomes such as destination intention or
electronic word-of-mouth, without situating these effects within the broader tourism
decision process (Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014; Antczak, 2024). This limits our understanding
of how social media marketing operates across the full travel journey—a gap this study
seeks to address, particularly within the digitally mature U.S. context, where multi-
platform usage and influencer-led discovery are deeply embedded in consumer
behavior.

2.2 Tourism Consumption as a Staged Yet Nonlinear Journey

Tourism consumption behavior is frequently conceptualized as a staged process
consisting of inspiration, planning, booking, on-site experience, and post-trip
engagement (Pan et al., 2007; Law, 2006). Each stage reflects distinct informational
and behavioral tasks: awareness and desire formation during inspiration; information
search and comparison during planning; transaction and commitment during booking;
experiential evaluation on-site; and reflection and content sharing afterward.

ON-SITE POST-TRIP
INSPIRATIONHPLANN'NGH BOOKING HEXPERIENCEH SHARING

Figure 1: Stages of the Tourism Consumption Journey
While analytically useful, this model should not be interpreted as strictly linear.
Contemporary digital environments introduce iterative feedback loops through
algorithmic discovery, peer interaction, influencer narratives, and user-generated
content. Consumers frequently revisit earlier stages when new content reshapes
perceived value, authenticity, or risk (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008; Kim et al.,
2022). A traveler might, for example, be deep in the planning stage when a TikTok video
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re-ignites inspiration for an entirely different destination, or encounter a flood of negative
reviews that unravels a near-final booking decision.

In a social-media-driven ecosystem, the tourism journey is therefore best understood as
staged yet dynamically recursive. The five-stage framework retains conceptual value
because it allows systematic examination of how different platforms exert influence at
specific decision points; it should simply not be mistaken for a description of how
travelers actually progress.

2.3 Platform-Specific Influence Across Decision Stages

Platform effects are not uniform. Different platforms tend to dominate at different
decision stages because of their content format, user motivations, and perceived
credibility. Visual-first platforms such as Instagram and TikTok are most strongly
associated with early-stage inspiration, where aspirational imagery and short-form video
stimulate destination awareness and emotional engagement (Sharif et al., 2024; Polat
et al., 2023). Review-driven platforms such as TripAdvisor and Facebook communities,
by contrast, come into their own during evaluation and booking, where consumers rely
on ratings and peer-generated reviews to reduce uncertainty before committing to travel
decisions (Schuckert et al., 2015; Bhinder, 2025). Long-form content platforms—
YouTube travel vlogs and blogs—support immersive planning and comparative
evaluation by providing detailed narratives and experiential simulation (Fotis et al.,
2011; Chung et al., 2025).

In digitally advanced markets such as the United States, these platforms rarely operate
in isolation. A typical pathway might involve discovering a destination on TikTok,
validating options through YouTube or travel blogs, confirming credibility via TripAdvisor,
booking, and then sharing the experience on Instagram—after which that shared
content feeds back into the discovery feeds of others. This multi-platform circularity
underscores the need for integrated analysis rather than platform-specific examination.

2.4 Trust, Authenticity, and Social Influence Mechanisms

Across platforms, trust in user-generated content emerges as the central
mechanism linking exposure to behavioral outcomes. For high-involvement decisions
such as travel, perceived authenticity and credibility strongly mediate the relationship
between content engagement and purchase intention (Susanto et al., 2023; GOk &
Baltaci, 2023). Without trust, exposure does not reliably translate into action—a traveler
who sees compelling content but doubts its authenticity is unlikely to book.

Several behavioral frameworks help explain these mechanisms. The Theory of Planned
Behavior (TPB) suggests that social media content shapes attitudes toward
destinations, influences perceived social norms, and affects perceived behavioral
control, thereby shaping travel intention (Ajzen, 1991; Meng & Choi, 2015). Social
Influence Theory clarifies how compliance, identification, and internalization occur
through influencer credibility and peer validation (Kelman, 1958; Chu & Kim, 2015).
Uses and Gratifications theory adds a motivational dimension by explaining why
consumers actively select specific platforms to fulfill needs such as inspiration,
information-seeking, entertainment, or social integration during travel planning (Katz et
al., 1973; Moon & An, 2022).
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2.5 Theoretical Positioning and Research Gap

Classical consumer decision models such as AIDA assume sequential
progression from attention to action. Contemporary tourism decision-making, however,
involves recursive interactions, peer validation loops, and algorithmic content exposure
that these linear frameworks cannot accommodate (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008).
Existing literature acknowledges the influence of social media on tourism behavior, yet
few studies provide an integrated explanation that simultaneously accounts for stage-
wise variation across the tourism journey, platform-specific influence patterns, trust and
authenticity as mediating mechanisms, and the combined cognitive, emotional, and
social pathways driving behavior.

This gap is especially consequential within the United States tourism market, where
high social media penetration and multi-platform usage create complex digital pathways
from inspiration to post-trip sharing. This study therefore advances current
understanding by offering a stage-sensitive and platform-integrated account of how
social media marketing influences tourism consumer behavior—linking behavioral
theory with platform dynamics in a way that contributes both theoretically and
managerially to contemporary tourism marketing scholarship.

3. Conceptual Framework

3.1 Integrating Social Media and Tourism Decision-Making

To address the gap identified in the literature, this study develops an integrated
conceptual framework explaining how social media marketing influences tourism
consumer behavior across the staged yet nonlinear travel journey. As established in
section 2, social media platforms function as environments where travelers encounter
destination content, peer reviews, influencer narratives, and visual storytelling that
shape perceptions and behavioral responses (Hudson et al., 2015; Gretzel et al., 2015).
The framework organizes these dynamics around the five-stage tourism journey—
inspiration, planning, booking, on-site experience, and post-trip sharing—while explicitly
acknowledging that digital engagement makes this journey recursive rather than linear.
New content, reviews, and recommendations can reshape destination perceptions at
any stage, pulling consumers backward or forward through the journey in ways that
linear models cannot represent (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008; Cheng, 2024). The
framework integrates platform exposure, trust formation, and behavioral outcomes into
a unified model that reflects this reality.

3.2 Theoretical Foundations

The framework is anchored in the Stimulus—Organism—Response (S-O-R) model
(Mehrabian & Russell, 1974), widely applied in digital consumer behavior research. In
tourism contexts, social media content functions as a stimulus that shapes internal
psychological states—trust, emotional engagement, and perceived authenticity—which
then drive behavioral responses such as destination choice and booking decisions (Kim
et al., 2022; Serrano-Malebran et al., 2025).

Elements of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989) complement
this by explaining how perceived usefulness and credibility of social media platforms
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influence reliance on digital information during travel planning. When travelers find
social media content informative and trustworthy, they are more likely to integrate it into
their decision-making (Leung et al., 2013). The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)
(Ajzen, 1991) adds a further dimension, recognizing that attitudes, perceived norms,
and perceived control shape behavioral intentions—and that peer reviews, influencer
endorsements, and user-generated content can shift all three (Meng & Choi, 2015;
Mariani & Borghi, 2021).

Together, these theoretical perspectives explain how social media exposure influences
tourism behavior through cognitive, emotional, and social pathways—not through a
simple exposure-to-action sequence.

3.3 Stage-Sensitive Influence Across the Tourism Journey

As noted earlier, the tourism decision journey is best understood as staged but
dynamically recursive. Travelers may discover destinations on TikTok, evaluate options
on YouTube or travel blogs, confirm credibility through TripAdvisor, share experiences
on Instagram, and have that shared content enter others' discovery feeds—creating
multi-platform feedback loops that blur stage boundaries (Cheng, 2024; Bhinder, 2025).
The conceptual framework retains the five-stage structure for analytical clarity while
building in this recursive logic. Visual platforms are expected to exert stronger influence
during inspiration; review-based platforms during evaluation and booking; and post-trip
sharing feeds new content back into the ecosystem, influencing future travelers and
restarting the cycle (Polat et al., 2023; Sujatmiko et al., 2025). Trust in user-generated
content is expected to moderate the strength of platform effects across stages—a
hypothesis that the empirical phases of this study are designed to test.

3.4 Conceptual Model Overview

Based on literature and theoretical positioning, the proposed conceptual framework can
be summarized as follows:

Stimuli:

Social media marketing content, influencer communication, platform features, and user-
generated content.

Organism (Internal Responses):

Trust in content, perceived authenticity, emotional engagement, destination attitude, and
perceived credibility.

Responses (Behavioral Outcomes):

Destination interest, planning activity, booking intention, travel experience engagement,
and post-trip sharing behavior.

These relationships are examined across the five stages of the tourism consumption
journey, with the expectation that platform influence and trust formation will vary
meaningfully by stage and platform type. The framework does not assume a strictly
linear pathway but instead conceptualizes tourism decision-making as a dynamic,
socially mediated process shaped by multiple digital touchpoints.

3.5 Contribution of the Framework

By integrating behavioral theory with platform-based digital marketing dynamics,
the proposed framework advances tourism and marketing scholarship in three principal
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ways. First, it offers a stage-sensitive explanation of how social media marketing
influences tourism decision-making across the full travel journey, rather than isolating
specific platforms or outcomes. Second, it positions trust and authenticity as central
mediating mechanisms linking social media exposure to behavioral responses—
extending existing digital tourism research that typically treats engagement as a direct
predictor of intention. Third, it acknowledges the multi-platform, nonlinear nature of
contemporary travel decision processes, particularly within digitally mature markets
such as the United States.

These contributions provide a theoretically grounded and practically relevant foundation
for the empirical phases of the study, to which the research design section now turns.

3.6 Proposed Hypotheses

Hypotheses

H1: Exposure to social media marketing content positively influences perceived trust
and authenticity toward tourism destinations.

H2: Trust in social media content positively influences tourism decision-making
intention.

H3: Perceived authenticity mediates the relationship between social media exposure
and tourism decision intention.

H4: Platform type moderates the relationship between social media exposure and
tourism decision-making across stages of the travel journey.

H5: Social media engagement positively influences booking intention and destination
selection.

4. Expected Contributions

4.1 Academic Contributions

This research contributes to the growing body of literature examining digital consumer
behavior within the tourism sector by providing an integrated, stage-based perspective
on social media marketing influence. While prior studies have often examined individual
platforms or isolated decision stages, this study advances existing scholarship by
examining how social media marketing influences tourism consumption behavior across
the full decision-making journey, including inspiration, planning, booking, experience,
and post-travel engagement.

The study also contributes theoretically by integrating multiple behavioral frameworks,
including the Stimulus—Organism—Response (S-O-R) model, Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM), Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), and Social Influence Theory. This
integration provides a multidimensional lens through which the cognitive, emotional, and
social mechanisms of tourism decision-making can be examined within contemporary
digital environments.

Additionally, by focusing on platform-specific influence and trust in user-generated
content, the research extends current understanding of how digital interactions shape
tourism behavior in ways that traditional linear consumer models cannot fully explain.
The findings aim to support ongoing academic discussions on social media—driven
consumer behavior and contribute to emerging research examining nonlinear and
socially influenced tourism decision processes.
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4.2 Managerial Contributions

From a managerial perspective, this research offers practical insights for tourism
marketers, destination management organizations, and digital strategy professionals
seeking to better understand how social media platforms influence consumer behavior
across different stages of the tourism journey.
The study is expected to provide:

o Stage-specific insights into how different platforms influence inspiration, planning,

and booking behavior
o Guidance on aligning platform strategies with consumer decision phases

« Insights into the role of trust and user-generated content in influencing travel

decisions
o Evidence to support more targeted and data-informed digital marketing strategies

By mapping platform-specific influence across the tourism process, the research aims to
help marketers design more effective and ethically grounded social media campaigns
that resonate with contemporary travelers.

4.3 Societal and Industry Relevance

In today’s digital-first environment, consumers increasingly rely on peer-generated
content, influencer communication, and social media platforms when making travel
decisions. Understanding how these influences operate is essential not only for
marketers but also for policymakers, destination planners, and tourism stakeholders
seeking to ensure transparent and responsible digital communication practices.

This study therefore contributes to broader discussions on digital trust, consumer
empowerment, and responsible marketing in tourism. By highlighting how social media
shapes perceptions, expectations, and behavioral outcomes, the research supports the
development of more ethical and consumer-centric digital engagement strategies within
the tourism sector.

5. Research Design

5.1 Research Approach

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design integrating quantitative and
qualitative approaches to develop a comprehensive explanation of how social media
marketing influences tourism consumer behavior. Mixed-methods designs are well-
suited to complex behavioral phenomena in which measurable relationships coexist with
interpretive and socially constructed processes (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018;
Saunders et al., 2023).

Given the multidimensional nature of digital tourism decision-making—where cognitive
evaluations, emotional engagement, trust formation, and social influence mechanisms
operate simultaneously—a single-method approach would risk oversimplifying the
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phenomenon. The study therefore employs an explanatory sequential design (QUAN —
QUAL), in which quantitative analysis is conducted first to establish structural
relationships, followed by qualitative inquiry to provide deeper contextual explanation
and interpretive elaboration. This sequence is consistent with methodological
recommendations for contemporary digital consumer research (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2018).

5.2 Quantitative Phase

The quantitative phase aims to empirically test relationships derived from the
conceptual framework. Specifically, it examines how exposure to social media marketing
stimuli across platforms influences internal psychological mechanisms—including trust,
perceived authenticity, emotional engagement, and perceived behavioral control—and
how these mechanisms shape tourism behavioral outcomes across stages of the travel
journey.
Data will be collected through a structured survey administered to tourism consumers
within the United States. Measurement scales will be adapted from validated
instruments in prior research examining social media engagement, trust in user-
generated content, perceived platform credibility, and travel intention (Ajzen, 1991,
Harrigan et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2022).
Statistical analyses, including regression modeling and structural equation modeling
(SEM), will be used to examine direct, indirect, and mediating relationships among
constructs. The quantitative phase is expected to establish:

e Stage-specific platform influence patterns

e The mediating role of trust and authenticity

e Behavioral outcomes such as booking intention and destination selection

5.3 Qualitative Phase

Following quantitative analysis, the qualitative phase will provide explanatory depth by
exploring how consumers interpret and experience social media influence across the
tourism journey. This phase adopts a multiple-case study approach aligned with
interpretive research traditions (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2018).
Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with selected participants drawn from the
U.S. tourism market, enabling exploration of:

e Cognitive processing of tourism-related social media content

e Trust formation in influencer and peer-generated content
e Stage-specific decision dynamics
e Multi-platform navigation within individual travel journeys
The qualitative analysis will follow thematic coding procedures (Braun & Clarke, 2006),

allowing identification of recurring patterns, explanatory mechanisms, and nonlinear
pathways not fully captured through statistical modeling (Braun & Clarke, 2021).
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5.4 Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings

Integration will occur at the interpretation stage, where qualitative insights will
contextualize and refine quantitative findings. This sequential integration supports both
triangulation and complementarity, strengthening explanatory coherence and theoretical
development (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The combined evidence will inform
refinement of the stage-sensitive, platform-specific framework proposed in this study
and contribute to both academic theory and managerial strategy within the U.S. tourism
context.

5.5 Justification for Mixed-Methods Design

The adoption of a mixed-methods design is theoretically and practically grounded. The
integrated framework combines behavioral modeling, social influence processes, and
platform-specific marketing dynamics, requiring both hypothesis testing and interpretive
exploration. From a managerial standpoint, tourism marketers operate in digital
ecosystems where quantitative performance metrics intersect with qualitative
perceptions of credibility, authenticity, and emotional resonance. A mixed-methods
design, therefore, enhances both academic rigor and practical relevance, making it the
appropriate methodological choice for this study.

6. Research-in-Progress Positioning

6.1 Study Context

This paper forms part of an ongoing Doctor of Business Administration (DBA)
research project investigating the impact of social media marketing on tourism
consumption behavior within the United States. The study focuses on digitally engaged
travelers and contemporary platform ecosystems, aiming to develop a stage-sensitive
and theoretically integrated understanding of how social media marketing shapes
tourism decision-making across the traveler journey.

The research is situated within a digital environment characterized by multi-platform
engagement, influencer-mediated discovery, and user-generated content—driven
evaluation. Rather than relying on linear consumer decision frameworks, it adopts a
platform-sensitive perspective that reflects how travelers actually interact with social
media content during inspiration, planning, booking, and post-travel sharing. This
positioning allows the study to contribute to emerging scholarship on digital tourism
behavior while remaining aligned with ongoing methodological and theoretical
developments in social media marketing research.

6.2 Research Design Overview

The broader dissertation adopts a mixed-methods explanatory design integrating
quantitative and qualitative approaches. This design is appropriate for examining
complex digital consumer behavior, where observable behavioral patterns and
underlying interpretive mechanisms must be studied together. The quantitative phase
will examine relationships between social media marketing exposure, trust in user-
generated content, perceived authenticity, and tourism decision outcomes across
stages of the travel journey. The qualitative phase will then provide explanatory depth by
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exploring how travelers interpret, evaluate, and respond to social media content within
real decision contexts.

This sequential approach allows for both empirical modeling and interpretive insight,
consistent with contemporary methodological guidance for studying digitally mediated
consumer behavior. It also supports the development of a stage-sensitive conceptual
model capable of explaining how platform-specific interactions translate into tourism
intentions and behaviors.

6.3 Current Research Status

At the time of submission, the study is in the conceptual and design-development
phase. Literature synthesis, theoretical framework development, and pilot
methodological structuring have been completed. The research is now moving toward
expanded data collection and empirical testing.
This research-in-progress submission serves several purposes:

e to present the study’s conceptual and theoretical foundation

e to outline the integrated mixed-methods research design
e to position the proposed framework within current tourism and digital marketing
scholarship

e to invite scholarly engagement and feedback during the developmental stage

The final dissertation phase will include full-scale quantitative data collection and
qualitative explanatory analysis, leading to the refinement and empirical testing of a
comprehensive model of social-media-driven tourism decision-making.

The present paper, therefore, represents an early but structured stage in a larger
doctoral research trajectory aimed at contributing both theoretically and managerially to
the understanding of social media marketing’s role in contemporary tourism behavior.

7. Conclusion

Social media has become so deeply embedded in how people discover, plan, and share
travel experiences that it now functions less as a marketing channel and more as the
infrastructure of tourism decision-making itself. Platforms shape what destinations
travelers notice, which options they consider credible, and how they reflect on and
communicate their experiences afterward. Within this environment, the tourism decision
journey is nonlinear, socially mediated, and sensitive to platform context in ways that
traditional consumer behavior models were never designed to capture.

This research-in-progress responds to the need for a theoretically integrated and stage-
sensitive understanding of how social media marketing influences tourism consumer
behavior within the United States. By bringing together the S-O-R model, the Theory of
Planned Behavior, and the Technology Acceptance Model, the proposed framework
offers a multidimensional lens through which cognitive, emotional, and social influence
pathways can be examined simultaneously. Trust and authenticity are positioned not as
peripheral considerations but as the mechanisms through which social media exposure
translates into behavioral outcomes.
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Methodologically, the proposed mixed-methods explanatory design is well positioned to
examine both structural relationships and the interpretive mechanisms underlying
social-media-driven travel decisions. This approach aims to extend existing scholarship
by explaining not just whether social media influences tourism behavior, but how, at
which stages, and through which platforms that influence is strongest.

Theoretically, the study contributes to ongoing debates about the adequacy of linear
decision models in networked digital environments. Managerially, it offers a foundation
for stage-appropriate, credibility-centered social media strategies for tourism marketers
operating within the highly digitized U.S. consumer market. As the research moves
toward full empirical testing, the findings are expected to clarify how social media
marketing functions as a strategic influence system across the entire tourism journey—
rather than as a collection of disconnected promotional moments.

Author Note:

Al-assisted tools were used for language editing and structural organization of this
manuscript. The author takes full responsibility for all content, analysis, and
interpretation.
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