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The crisis arising from the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the entire tourism system, including communication
and marketing practices. Of these practices, in recent years influencer marketing has been one of the more
successful strategies for both destinations and tourism businesses. This research investigates the impacts of the
COVID-19 crisis on travel content creators, their communicative practices, and their engagement with audiences,
brands and health authorities. The study uses netnography based on immersion, interviews and social media
content analysis. The results obtained show that the pandemic has transformed influencer marketing and has
driven influencers to change their business strategies, content creation tactics and engagement mechanisms. The

findings contribute to the crisis communication literature by illustrating that influencers constitute important
allies for organisations when communicating during a crisis and have played a critical role in tourism recovery.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused multiple and interrelated crises.
It began as a health emergency and subsequently became an economic
and socio-political crisis that has affected tourism in the form of a pro-
found demand downturn (Zenker & Kock, 2020). While crises are not
new in tourism, and recovery phases have normally followed (Ritchie &
Jiang, 2019), the current crisis is considered as a turning point for the
tourism system (Gossling et al., 2020). It is affecting all elements of
travel and tourism, including communication and marketing practices.
Influencer marketing is one tourism marketing strategy that has recently
gained attention due to its effectiveness in promoting travel firms and
attracting tourists to destinations (Xu & Pratt, 2018; Gretzel, 2018;
Femenia-Serra & Gretzel, 2020). The influencer marketing industry is
growing at a fast pace (Schoemer, 2019), with tourism being one of the
economic sectors where this strategy is most extensively applied.
However, the mobility and business restrictions implemented due to
COVID-19 have caused a major shock to travel influencers and tourism
influencer marketing (Lorenz, 2020).

Social Media Influencers (SMIs) are vocational content creators,
capable of amassing and maintaining engaged audiences and monetising
their activity over time (Abidin, 2018). SMIs have emerged as powerful
agents able to reshape information flows. At times of crisis, their
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persuasion capacity can be leveraged by governments and brands to
spread messages to online audiences according to strategic goals, such as
promoting safety and health protection guidelines or economic recov-
ery. For instance, public health authorities in Spain have asked influ-
encers to help raise awareness of safety measures among the younger
generations who do not consume traditional media. Similarly, the In-
ternational Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC)
signed an agreement with influencers in May 2020 to fight misinfor-
mation about coronavirus across the globe (IFRC, 2020).

Social media are vital for creating and sharing information during
crises (Freberg et al., 2013). Park et al. (2019) explain that “to enhance
the strategic significance of social media in crisis communication, in
particular, tourism management organisations need to understand the
structure of information flow, locate important information sources
within the structure, and determine how to effectively influence target
audiences facing emergent situations” (p.1814). SMIs are uniquely
positioned to help shape social media conversations during a crisis but
are themselves not immune to the negative impacts of a global and
complex emergency such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Taylor (2020) has
recently called for research that sheds light on how COVID-19 is trans-
forming influencer marketing in the long-term and how it is affecting
influencer-follower relationships.

This paper responds to this gap in the research by identifying the new
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roles that influencers can play within a crisis communication context. It
examines the ramifications of COVID-19 on the work undertaken by
influencers, their engagement with stakeholders and their adaptive ca-
pacity. It builds on existing crisis communication literature and
emerging influencer marketing research, establishing SMIs as critical
stakeholders in strategic recovery efforts who create new opportunities
but also need to be carefully understood and managed to achieve crisis
communication goals.

In travel and tourism, there is still limited knowledge on the
communicative roles of influencers (Femenia-Serra & Gretzel, 2020;
Ong & Ito, 2019) and scarce empirical evidence on the applications and
effects of influencer marketing (Agostino et al., 2019; Magno & Cassia,
2018; Seeler et al., 2019; Yilmaz et al., 2020). There is a need for
research on the practices of travel influencers, their content and how
they engage with different stakeholders (Duffy & Kang, 2019). More-
over, although tourism crisis communication has been well-documented
(Ritchie & Jiang, 2019; Sano & Sano, 2019), there is limited knowledge
on the various roles of social media in this context (Moller et al., 2018;
Park et al., 2019; Schroeder et al., 2013) and no research to date spe-
cifically analysing influencers. Solid empirical data to advance the
generation of knowledge and provide support for the sector is required
(Zenker & Kock, 2020).

Based on these research gaps, the objectives of this paper are to
understand the role(s) played by travel influencers in a crisis context, the
potential impact of COVID-19 on their activity, and the consequences of
the COVID-19 crisis for their engagement with audiences, travel brands
and governments. To accomplish these objectives, the study uses a
netnography method (Kozinets, 2019) to collect data using online in-
terviews with a sample of travel influencers and to examine the contents
they share on Instagram. The results reveal that COVID-19 has had a
profound impact on travel influencers, producing changes in terms of
the strategies used as well as the communicative and engagement
practices with audiences and brands. Moreover, our findings indicate
the different roles travel influencers can play in a crisis and how they can
contribute to crisis communication and marketing after a shock in the
system.

2. Literature review
2.1. Communicative roles of social media influencers

Existing literature on SMIs predominantly uses the two-step flow
theory to conceptualise the strategic role of SMIs as communicators.
Presented originally by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955), the two-step flow
theory of communication challenges assumptions of direct media effects
(Lievrouw, 2009). According to this theory, information flows from
mass media to opinion leaders (step one) and then from opinion leaders
to the masses (step two) (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). Opinion leaders
internalise, interpret and adapt messages but do not directly create
content themselves (Bennett & Manheim, 2006).

While social media affordances facilitate a direct connection be-
tween consumers and brands, they have also facilitated the rise of new
online opinion leaders, who cultivate targeted audiences. Such social
media personalities have become highly influential and have changed
the way information is disseminated and consumed (De Veirman et al.,
2017). Furthermore, the surplus of media has generated saturated au-
diences (Khamis et al., 2017) and social media platform algorithms now
prioritise content created by individuals to the detriment of brands (El
Qudsi, 2018). In this context, a two-step flow of communication has
re-emerged in the form of SMIs, who have become a reliable source
among the myriad of information possibilities (Schafer & Taddicken,
2015).

The capacity of SMI to influence others’ opinions and behaviours
depends on their ability to attract large audiences, their pivotal position
in social media and their recognised expertise related to one or several
topics (Bakshy et al., 2011). SMIs also constantly work to connect with
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their audiences. This is part of the phenomenon Baym (2015) calls
“relational labour”: unpaid work by which many workers today build
relationships with their online audiences to monetise their work (Kuehn
& Corrigan, 2013). To foster a permanent connection with their audi-
ences, influencers are compelled to involve their followers emotionally
and make them part of their lives by showing glimpses of their daily
routines, by being accessible, close and authentic (Hearn & Schoenhoff,
2016). Sharing “improvised” selfies, holding live streaming sessions or
Q&As are other strategies to keep audiences engaged and create deeper
bonds (Abidin, 2018; Cotter, 2018; Jerslev & Mortensen, 2016). SMIs
generate conversation around the contents they post and encourage
their audience to spread messages (Uzunog;lu & Misci Kip, 2014).

The combined efforts influencers need to make to keep their online
presence alive and their audiences engaged reflect the entrepreneurial
spirit required of them (Cotter, 2018). The entrepreneurial activity of
influencers includes everything from creativity to operating technical
equipment, leading content creation teams, soliciting relationships with
brands, and managing finances. These tasks are naturally interwoven
with an “always-on” self-branding culture (Duffy & Wissinger, 2017).
However, this entrepreneurial drive entails a high risk for travel influ-
encers, who frequently depend entirely on themselves to generate in-
come (Stoldt et al., 2019).

Travel brands were quick to understand that they needed to collab-
orate with these digital entrepreneurs and to insert themselves into this
new form of two-step communication flow to remain relevant (Gretzel,
2018). This has allowed many travel influencers to engage with travel
brands and tourism boards to monetise their online activity and trav-
elling and content creation has become their full-time professional
career (Femenia-Serra & Gretzel, 2020). The importance of influencer
marketing for travel and tourism has grown enormously, capitalising on
the widespread adoption of social media by tourists as sources of in-
formation and inspiration.

2.2. Travel influencer marketing

Influencer marketing is defined by Carter (2016, p.2) as a “rapidly
growing industry that attempts to promote products or increase brand
awareness through content spread by social media users who are
considered to be influential.” According to Abidin (2018), the influential
power of such individuals is based on their ability to accumulate
different forms of economic, social and cultural capital, and on their
skills to maintain their visibility on social media as a way to sustain a
profitable career. These skills include their deep understanding of the
needs of brands and audiences, and their ability to adapt their content
and practices to the changing features of platforms (Hearn & Schoenh-
off, 2016). The latter requires intricate knowledge of social media al-
gorithms (Cotter, 2018). To increase their communicative impact,
influencers adeptly blend branded and organic content and appear to be
authentic and accessible to their followers (Audrezet et al., 2018). Thus,
the main objective of influencer marketing is to use these unique ca-
pabilities of SMIs to direct the attitudes and behaviour of individuals in a
given direction (De Veirman et al., 2017).

In line with the increasing economic and social importance of SMIs,
research on influencers in the field of marketing has grown exponen-
tially over the last few years. Recent contributions in the field are
focused on the effectiveness of influencer marketing in terms of brand
loyalty, attitude towards the promoted product or service, purchase
intention and eWOM intention (Lou & Yuan, 2019). This effectiveness is
moderated by many factors according to different studies that analyse
the role of influencer credibility (e.g. Lee & Kim, 2020; Reinikainen
et al., 2020; Xiao et al., 2018), such as the opinion leadership of influ-
encers and their para-social relationship with followers (Farivar et al.,
2020), the disclosure of the promotional nature of posts (e.g. De Cicco
et al., 2020; Evans et al., 2017; Lee & Kim, 2020), or congruence be-
tween the featured brand and the influencer (De Cicco et al., 2020;
Martinez-Lopez et al., 2020). From the influencer perspective,
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authenticity, interactivity and emotional attachment seem to impact the
effectiveness of influencer marketing (Jun & Yi, 2020). The importance
of the influencer’s background has also been examined by Schouten
et al. (2020), who find that “instafamous” influencers seem to be more
trusted than classic celebrities. These authors also demonstrate that a
higher level of trustworthiness is associated with greater advertising
effectiveness. Most of these studies employ quantitative methods,
mainly surveys and experiments, and focus on Instagram as the
preferred platform for influencer marketing.

Other studies on influencer marketing analyse the content and nar-
ratives shared by influencers in their posts (Feng et al., 2020) and their
trajectory over time, as well as the types of relationships established
with brands (Nascimento et al., 2020). When examining influencers and
their interactions with other agents, Campbell and Farrell (2020) iden-
tify the functional roles of influencers, while Haenlein et al. (2020)
create a typology of influencers and describe the most relevant platforms
for influencer marketing. In these cases, qualitative methods such as
interviews, content analysis and netnography are employed. Fashion,
beauty and lifestyle influencers are the focus of most of these studies,
irrespective of their specific orientation or the methods used.

Focusing on tourism, Jin & Cheng (2020) identify influential Twitter
users and the role they played in the communication of a mega event by
conducting network analysis, while Francalanci & Hussain (2016) use a
more generic context (a total of seven destination brands) to identify the
most prolific and influential users. Also relying on network analysis but
taking a slightly different approach, Bokunewicz and Shulman (2017)
found that some specific individuals and media accounts constitute ideal
allies for DMOs to disseminate their messages, as these organisations
normally have a very limited scope on social media.

Tourism scholars have studied influencer marketing effectiveness
and its effects on potential tourists. The findings in this regard suggest
that influencers are useful for increasing destination visit intention
(Tobias-Mamina et al., 2020) and attracting younger tourists to small
hospitality businesses (Chatzigeorgiou, 2017). Data from real cases
demonstrate that influencers have already been successfully employed
by DMOs to attract a larger number of visitors by generating content that
evokes positive attitudes towards the destination (Ong & Ito, 2019).
Within this context, it seems that the higher the engagement rates of
influencers, the greater the capacity to increase visit intentions to the
promoted destination (Jang et al., 2020). From the DMO perspective,
recent findings demonstrate that influencer marketing in tourism is
cost-efficient and has a higher impact than traditional marketing stra-
tegies (Femenia-Serra & Gretzel, 2020). Another recent study involving
a survey among DMOs and an analysis of the reach of travel influencers
in Spain confirms these benefits and the enormous potential that SMIs
offer for destination marketing (Martinez-Sala et al., 2019).

From the demand point of view, SMIs also play a role in mediating
tourist experiences, as their followers engage through them with
different places and people (Seeler et al., 2019). Accordingly, a recent
study by Barbe, Neuburger & Pennington-Gray (2020) found that use-
fulness, entertainment and enjoyment were the main factors motivating
users to follow travel influencers on Instagram, as compared to infor-
mation and incentives in the case of DMOs. These findings suggest that
the relationships between tourists and SMIs are not just functional and
therefore also have a more long-term orientation than direct relation-
ships with travel brands and destinations. Travel influencer marketing
permits tourism marketers to strategically build on these deep connec-
tions between travel SMIs and their audiences.

In general, destinations can work with influencers to reposition their
image, promote places of interest, attract certain market segments, and
keep or increase the flow of visitors (Femenia-Serra & Gretzel, 2020).
Hence, the main roles of travel influencers are to increase visit intention,
reshape destination image, generate content and elicit online engage-
ment as well as raise brand awareness and attract higher numbers of
consumers to hotels, airlines or restaurants (Gretzel, 2018; Xu & Pratt,
2018). In exchange, SMIs receive a fee or establish a barter promotion
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(Yilmaz et al., 2020). This relationship between influencers and DMOs
has become increasingly mediated by different agents (managers,
agencies, platforms) and is now professionalised, which reduces the
risks for destinations (Stoldt et al., 2019).

2.3. COVID-19 and crisis communication on social media

Within the current context of a global pandemic, social media are
playing a critical role in terms of tourism information sharing and
relationship maintenance (Gretzel et al., 2020). Tourism communica-
tion and marketing on social media has been able to shape online con-
versations during the crisis and is expected to have a pivotal position in
the recovery phase. Many campaigns from different countries, such as
Portugal’s #Cantskiphope, have gained attention, trying to persuade
tourists to abide by the rules while sending optimistic messages about
the future. Online content consumption and smartphone usage have
grown exponentially during lockdowns (Kemp, 2020), with thousands of
content creators entertaining and informing people. Influencers with
expertise in cooking or fitness have increased their audiences and health
experts have moved into the limelight. However, tourism content cre-
ators are struggling economically and are being even more closely
scrutinised by public opinion, as reported by Abidin et al. (2020) and
Lorenz (2020). Part of this scrutiny responds to the misbehaviour of
certain travel influencers observed on social media, and to the ques-
tionable marketing strategies of some DMOs at times of general lock-
downs and mobility restrictions for most people (Ives, 2021).

Crisis communication is paramount, but the coronavirus pandemic is
a very complex crisis because of its depth, scale and impact. It eludes the
traditional definitions of organisational crisis. Originally, it was a nat-
ural event but then developed into a health, economic and socio-
political crisis. Responsibility is thus blurred, while public pressure for
its control is high. The COVID-19 crisis does not affect a single organi-
sation, but in each territory involves a set of stakeholders, mainly health
authorities and governments at different levels (national, regional,
local) as well as the World Health Organization (WHO). A lack of clear
data in some cases, and changing recommendations as well as the cir-
culation of abundant fake news have confused citizens (O’Connor &
Murphy, 2020). Meanwhile, efforts by governments have been focused
on persuading citizens to abide by the health authorities’
recommendations.

Reynolds and Seeger (2005) argue that crisis communication “seeks
to explain the specific event, identify likely consequences and outcomes,
and provide specific harm-reducing information to affected commu-
nities in an honest, candid, prompt, accurate, and complete manner” (p.
46). Crisis communication research has traditionally focused on
organisation-to-consumer communication, following linear models in
which information flows from the organisation to the public (Park et al.,
2019). Audiences had few possibilities to respond to mass mediated
messages about the crisis. However, social media has converted citizens
into creators and disseminators of information, who are now able to
engage dynamically and without time and space constraints (Austin
et al., 2012). In the new context, health organisations might not be the
most influential voices during a health crisis; social media influencers
are more likely to be listened to and have the capacity to influence
others (Freberg et al., 2013). This opens up a new era for crisis
communication, one that is more interactive and partly dominated by
SMIs (Park et al., 2019). SMIs can be hired by companies to mitigate the
negative effects of a preceding reputational crisis (Singh et al., 2020).
Recent studies on organisational crisis communication through influ-
encers indicate the advantages of working with them (Zhao et al., 2018).
SMIs are capable of building the necessary relationships between orga-
nisations and the public and act as spokespersons who can translate
complex messages into relatable contents and words (Sng et al., 2019).

In tourism, crisis communication focuses on issues such as destina-
tion image, economic impact and public safety (Park et al., 2019).
Accordingly, research has been focused on destination and company
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recovery marketing strategies after an emergency (Ritchie & Jiang,
2019). There are many studies that analyse the response of DMOs during
and after crises, but few on the information exchanged on social media
by tourists and their opinions (Park et al., 2019). Moller et al. (2018)
synthetise the scarce research conducted on social media in tourism
crisis communication into three main streams: (i) social media effects on
tourists’ risk perception; (ii) how brands use social media to manage
reputation; (iii) how businesses and DMOs use social media to restore
their image after a crisis.

Social media can be useful for tourists to obtain updated information
about a crisis, share information and communicate to their relatives and
friends (Schroeder et al., 2013). Thus, they should be incorporated into
crisis planning to help organisations minimize risks, address the impacts
and communicate properly with tourists, and facilitate inter-tourist
communication (Schroeder et al., 2013). This is particularly important
in health crises, as proactive communication by tourism organisations
can shape tourists’ understanding of the risks and their ability to protect
themselves (Liu-Lastres et al., 2019). With respect to social media, it is
desirable for tourism authorities to identify influential users on the
different platforms so that their messages go further and deeper into the
network (Park et al., 2019). Although partnering with SMIs involves a
certain risk (Singh et al., 2020), the positive results outperform the
potential negative drawbacks (Austin et al., 2012).

Linking the literature on crisis communication and influencer mar-
keting, this paper explores the roles that SMIs play in crisis situations by
adopting an influencer perspective. Therefore, it seeks to add an
important dimension to the current understanding of SMIs within crisis
communication.

3. Methods

Netnography is a qualitative research method that adapts ethnog-
raphy to computer-mediated communications and is aimed at under-
standing online cultures and behaviours (Kozinets, 2019). Netnography
is particularly valuable for making sense of the traces individuals leave
in different formats (pictures, videos, text, audio) and on various plat-
forms. It can also make use of online interviews in its more interactive
versions (Kozinets et al., 2014) and has been adopted by tourism re-
searchers to explore an array of phenomena (Whalen, 2018). This paper
extends the use of netnography to the world of travel influencers and
collects data in three ways: (i) immersion in the influencer context
through participant observation; (ii) online interviews with travel
influencers; and (iii) analysis of social media posts (Instagram).

Following Kozinets et al. (2014) and Kozinets (2019), the first phase
of the research comprises preparation and gaining entrée. To collect
data, Instagram (IG) was selected from among other potential online
data sites because of its relevance for influencer marketing (De Veirman
et al., 2017), and its popularity among travel and tourism brands,
tourists and influencers (Gretzel, 2018). To sample influencers on the
platform, several lists published by social media and marketing experts
were consulted to identify popular travel influencers worldwide. From
these influencers, only those who included a clear reference to travel as
their main activity in their bio description were retained, resulting in a
preliminary list of 129 influencers. An ad hoc Instagram account was
created to follow these influencers and to send direct messages to each of
them, in which the research team presented themselves and invited
them to be interviewed.

A total of 12 influencers agreed to participate and were interviewed
online, following a flexible but focused interview guide contemplating
the impact of COVID-19 on their activity, their adaptation to the new
scenario, their engagement with brands, followers and institutions in a
crisis context and their communicative efforts and roles. One of the in-
terviews was a double-interview, as two influencers who share the same
IG account were interviewed at the same time. The interviewees
represent a wide array of travel styles, come from different countries,
and have audiences from 12K to 368K (see Appendix 1 for detailed
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information).

Having gained formal consent, all the interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim during May and June 2020. The
average length of the interviews was 43 min. The participating influ-
encers gave us permission to record the interviews and use the resulting
data, and also allowed us to use images from their IG feeds to illustrate
the findings obtained without the need to anonymise them. In the case of
quotes from the interviews, the participants’ names have been removed
and replaced with numbers to protect their privacy. These numbers do
not correlate with the order of the participants in Appendix 1.

The second phase was focused on Instagram data collection. Content
posted by these twelve influencers pertaining to the period between 1st
January and June 20, 2020 was manually collected. This period was
selected so the potential changes from pre-pandemic to during-
pandemic could be observed. Therefore, data were classified into two
time-lapses: before March 11, 2020, and from that day onwards. The
collected data included screenshots of posts (to capture images/shots of
videos) and copies of text (captions and hashtags). The collected social
media content data during the observation period covered over 500
pages, representing a total of 817 posts. The posts were analysed in
terms of the picture(s)/video contained in them, as well as captions and
hashtags.

Additionally, the authors carried out an immersion in the universe of
these influencers by taking notes, recording reflections and impressions
from observations in their immersion journals (Kozinets, 2019). The
immersion stage involved following the sampled influencers for the
entire duration of the research, observing and collecting data, organis-
ing and archiving it in a systematic way. Both researchers had followed
travel influencers other than those in the immediate sample in an ad hoc
fashion before the start of the research and continued to engage with
their accounts during the research period to broaden their experience.
Immersion in this online culture for a long period of time allows a richer
interpretation of data and a holistic understanding of the phenomenon
being studied (Kozinets et al., 2014).

Third, the data analysis followed an iterative approach and was
conducted collaboratively by three researchers, allowing for an open
discussion and exchange of views in recurring rounds. For interview
data, transcriptions were first read and initially coded separately by the
three researchers, who then compared and discussed their code books,
adjusting them by deleting, creating new codes and refining others until
a unified codebook was obtained. Subsequently, these codes were
applied to the transcripts using Atlas.ti software. Finally, overall themes
were obtained and interpreted following recommendations for qualita-
tive data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

The data drawn from the social media posts, including images, were
subject to an open coding, interpretation and classification into different
codes that were subsequently compared, reviewed, adjusted and merged
into higher-order themes that were finally used to classify all the ma-
terial. Inspired by netnographic research recommendations made by Wu
and Pearce (2014), throughout this process the themes were subject to
reflection by researchers in iterative rounds, compared to the discussed
theoretical frameworks, interpreted alongside the reflective notes
captured in the researchers’ immersion journals, and scrutinised using
the experience of the research team in the field, which was critical to
conduct the analysis.

Specifically, the social media post categories were formed induc-
tively according to the content of pictures, using hashtags and captions
of each post and following the procedures of qualitative visual content
analysis applied in similar studies (Filieri et al., 2021). More than one
code could be assigned to the same post. The purpose of this manual
coding of pictures was not only to capture manifest meaning but also to
interpret latent meaning (Kim & Stepchenkova, 2015).

The posts were gradually classified into the themes that had
emerged, which reflected content related to (i) COVID-19, coronavirus,
lockdown, quarantine, pandemic; (ii) Pure travel content (new, fresh);
(iii) Home and personal life; (iv) Personal philosophy and reflections on
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life; (v) Politics and activism; (vi) Old travel content (reposted); and (vii)
Self-branding and promotion of brand. Additionally, each post was
examined closely to determine whether it included branded content
(paid promotion) or not. The results of this analysis and counts are
presented via frequencies and other descriptive statistics that support
the qualitative observations (see Appendix 1).

4. Findings

The findings drawn from both the interviews and social media data
are organised into four identified themes. These four themes are: (i)
Impact on travel influencers, business diversification and pivoting; (ii)
Changes in travel influencers’ communicative practices; (iii) Changes in
engagement practices; (iv) Role of influencers in crisis communication
and recovery marketing in travel and tourism.

4.1. COVID-19 impact on travel influencers, business diversification and
pivoting

General mobility restrictions have had a major impact on influ-
encers, for whom frequent trips constitute their main context for content
creation and their natural nexus with tourism brands and audiences. For
all of the participants, these measures meant the cancellation or post-
ponement of most contracts with travel firms and DMOs. Changing
mobility policies continue to cause high uncertainty regarding future
business.

Cancelled trips affect the personal income of the SMIs. However,
cancellations and rescheduling have also affected other business lines
for influencers, such as public speaking engagements, affiliate links,
advertising revenue, magazine shootings, contracts with other sectors
(fashion, consumer goods), and so on.

I lost nine speaking engagements, 27 trips within 48 hours, like
everything cancelled. I mean I literally lost over $100,000 of revenue
(#9)

The difficult part is that we’ve lost 75 percent of our revenue, You-
Tube advertising is absolutely horrible, 75 percent loss on YouTube,
our Amazon affiliate earnings have been slashed by 90 percent (#3)

This is reflected in the data retrieved from the influencer accounts
(Appendix 1), which reveal that sponsored posts dropped by 59.2%
among the sampled influencers in comparison with the months before
the pandemic. The economic situation is complicated for full-time con-
tent creators compared to part-time influencers. Another effect of the
crisis noted by some influencers was the quick surge in the number of
content creators, which resulted in increased competition. This was
coupled with reduced interest in travel content, which several content
creators acknowledged. Some interviewees registered lower engage-
ment compared to pre-pandemic times, while others felt engagement
went through several phases, or even reported increased engagement.
This is reflected in the number of comments and likes per post, which
have grown on average 36.2% and 3.8% respectively, but with great
variability within the sample (Appendix 1). Therefore, we can observe
great diversity in terms of followers’ interest in travel content, which, in
turn, has effects on the monetisation capacity of influencers:

I kind of let my blog die because no one’s reading posts right now so
like I turned my ads off because I was making like $0.50 a month,
because people didn’t pay for ads on travel websites right now (#11)

I’ve got a lot of messages from people saying “I just unfollowed you
because I cannot see travel content for a while, but I'll follow you
back when all this is over” which is weird, but it gives you a sense of
how consuming this type of content can damage some people’s
minds when they’re stuck at home and cannot move (#1)

As a result, influencers developed several strategies aimed at
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diversifying their income sources. Some of these processes were already
underway before the pandemic, but the rapid shift in the market
accelerated the process. Many interviewees saw in the lockdown a
(partly) welcome break from their frenetic lifestyle and an opportunity
to rethink their commercial relationships, explore alternative mone-
tisation models and strategise their future. New income sources explored
by influencers include the sale of Instagram presets, photo-editing
courses and workshops for followers, development of website-based
membership programmes, counselling for marketing plans, creation of
recovery plans for companies, corporate training, engagement in online
events, writing books (see Fig. 1), and so on. Some have opted for more
complex endeavours, such as creating talent and digital marketing
agencies and events production and organisation.

We’re moving a lot more into the educational space because the goal
was to launch like an academy for travel content creators, help them
with brands and all of this [...] but for me it was such a great pivot
because now I don’t have to depend necessarily on travel (#5)

Some influencers are also slowly expanding their audience to capture
new segments where content creation can continue despite the
pandemic, such as fashion, food or general lifestyle. In addition to
transitioning to new spheres, moves within the same sector have been
noted, such as the promotion of more sustainable tourism consumption
patterns and eco-tourism initiatives:

We’ve been shifting into more ecotourism, so we’ve been working
with not just hotels, but also with some non-profits or the govern-
ment local authorities or government associations for eco-tourism
promotion. Because a lot of places have overtourism situations, so
they actually want to use this time. For example, the project I did in
Amsterdam, they want to use this time to review their project and
maybe can change that into that direction (#10)

In terms of travel, influencers have changed their usual practices
(international, long trips) and since 2020 they have only travelled
domestically. Their new objective is to collaborate with local firms,
appeal to national followers and work with DMOs seeking to attract
domestic visitors. Those influencers with a more international and
diversified audience report difficulty in convincing companies and
destinations they have the right audience. In some cases, participants
expressed a desire to travel within their own continent. However, fear of
new virus waves and potential travel restrictions were also considered
when planning future trips.

Another practice that has changed profoundly due to the COVID
crisis is the formerly unidirectional relationship between brands and
influencers. While in pre-pandemic times brands usually approached
influencers, now SMIs sometimes invert the flow and proactively reach
out to travel companies and destinations. Influencers are proposing
plans and alternatives for re-activation and brands have asked for advice
and support from the influencer community:

They all of a sudden started to reach out to me when this pandemic
happened I was getting emails every day from like people I've talked
to like two years ago and they’re like “now we don’t have any foot
traffic, we don’t have travel agents sending us people like, what am I
supposed to do?” [...] they have to show what safety measures, what
health measures, they have put into place, so I'm working with a lot
of them on that messaging and some of them are putting together
videos, some of them are doing photos, some of them are doing live
videos (#9)

I got in touch with our partners last week just to check if we can still
do something together. I also let them know we plan to travel locally
this summer, just to see if they want to have us in their strategy (#6)

Other influencers preferred not to push deals or collaborations and
simply offer free support while waiting for better times. Finding the right
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Fig. 1. Example of influencer business diversification strategy Source: Instagram @wanderreds; reprinted with permission.

point between the need to monetise, the difficulties travel companies are
going through and the need to create content, are driving the changes in
this area. Influencers are also sensitive to the potentially lower budgets
of companies for influencer marketing and are open to reducing their
fees in some cases.

4.2. Changes in communicative practices

In addition to affecting strategic business decisions, the coronavirus
pandemic has led to changes in terms of content creation and commu-
nicative practices. Many interviewees acknowledged a change in the

content of pictures, text and videos shared on Instagram, including
posting or reposting past pictures (throwbacks) and showing more
behind-the-scenes glimpses and content based on their daily routines
and lives (Fig. 2). In some cases, this was related to a shift towards more
reflective, emotional content that showed an intimate side of influencers
with which audiences could easily connect in times of uncertainty:

When I announced that I was going to be a father, everyone was
really happy, and I decided to launch a few snippets of stories that I
normally don’t share about my private life. Sometimes showing that
little vulnerability and that intimacy of your private life, in times like
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these when there’s little content to be done, that makes that surprise
factor work and that makes that engagement and bonding work (#1)

This shift is also reflected in the contents shared by influencers. As
we can observe in the data presented in Appendix 1, posts purely related
to travel content decreased during the pandemic by 25.55%, throwbacks
to past trips grew by 153.45% and posts containing home, daily life
scenes and intimate content rose by a remarkable 1325%. In some cases,
a conflict emerged between the need to keep engagement rates high by
shifting to different topics while addressing the pandemic context and
the desire to stay authentic:

For us, we wanted to stay true to who we are, on our Instagram feed
and continue sharing outdoor stuff. Because we are outdoor content
creators, it affected us because we weren’t able to get out and do as
much (#8)

Some participants reported a conscious move towards more inter-
active formats, such as videos, IG stories, livestreaming sessions and
virtual tours, through which they elicited higher real-time engagement
with their followers. Additionally, the interview findings reveal a clear
migration to TikTok, a platform that became particularly popular during
the initial lockdowns:

That interest started at the beginning with doing more lives and
doing different things that we didn’t do before. I was one of the first
travel influencers I know to start doing lives with others to talk about
travel, we tried to do one every day. I started this thing called
“quarantine travel talks” [...] I tried to do Q&As, and tried to mix it
up, tried to do some quizzes, tried to keep people entertained as well
as giving them value and travel inspiration (#1)

I also needed some entertaining and so I had TikTok for quite some
time and I posted a couple videos and I just started enjoying it,
having fun and I started getting all these ideas. So, I started pro-
ducing entertaining videos for the community and stuff and we were
like “this is the type of content that we’re gonna be creating during
this time” (#5)

Overall, many travel influencers were faced with the dilemma of
either providing information or entertaining their followers in a global
emergency context. It seems that they have to navigate a challenging
space between individual and collective responsibility and the need to
keep their business alive by engaging brands and followers. Staying true
to their values while dealing with reduced interest in tourism and the
potential backlash from followers and haters is part of maintaining this
equilibrium.

4.3. Changes in influencers’ engagement practices

A key aspect for influencers and influencer marketing has always
been engagement between content creators, followers and partner
brands. As revealed in the interviews, the effects of COVID-19 have
permeated these interactions on many levels. Influencers report that
during the first general lockdown, internalising audiences’ needs and
active listening became even more important. This includes bearing in
mind the responsibility of having an influence on their decisions at a
critical time. In general, participants reported an extra effort on their
part to inspire positivity and build stronger community ties during hard
times:

I wanted people to really have a positive outlook on this, because at
first, everybody was freaking out and that’s not, as far as with my
brand and certainly in and travel content, I don’t believe in feeding
into fear [...] I was like “how can I contribute positively?” we’re all
in this and trying to navigate this, I just want to share positive
messages, so please use me as a way to get those positive messages
out” (#7)
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Additionally, travel influencers, more so than before, track the re-
actions of their followers in real-time through comments and metrics.
Tracking responses is also fundamental for preventing backlash, which
is a phenomenon that has escalated during the pandemic. Some influ-
encers report negative reactions towards travel branded posts and the
use of humour during the hardest weeks of the pandemic. This fact also
seems linked to the intense politicisation of the measures to control
COVID-19 in countries such as the United States or Spain:

I need to be really careful of how I say it because I know people
would get offended. And I know now everything is very politicized
and even in Spain right now, if you just say “I’'m for opening, relaxing
the measures, for opening tourism.” I haven’t said it, but if I'd say it I
know people will deem me as a right party supporter, cause that’s the
reality in many countries right now, Spain and the United States.
#D

The interviewees feel pressured to keep up with expectations while
preserving their creative freedom. At the same time, audiences expect
influencers to be outspoken about the pandemic but also about issues
such as racism or climate change. Influencers see these expectations as
both an opportunity to collaborate with brands in building their state-
ments and as a potential source of conflict. This has been particularly
visible with the Black Lives Matter movement, with some influencers
pivoting towards activism (Fig. 3). As we can observe in Appendix 1,
political posts grew by 1550% during the pandemic.

The findings also show how influencers volunteer for non-profit
initiatives as a way to “give back” to society. This has translated into
SMIs offering their help to businesses, destinations and former partners,
and has been perceived as almost a compulsory movement during the
pandemic. However, it also seems to generate frustration, as some in-
terviewees report that their willingness to collaborate for free needs to
have limits:

I've had like a tourism board reach out like “do you mind sharing a
freebie post?” and I've thought about it, but honestly it’s kind of a
little insulting because it’s like you’re a big tourism board and I know
everyone’s hurting right now but if you’re hurt, imagine how much
I'm hurt (#11)

4.4. Influencer roles in crisis communication and recovery marketing

The fifth and last theme identified is related to the different roles that
travel influencers can play during a crisis. The roles content creators can
adopt are shaped by how the relationships with different stakeholders
have changed. Regarding their approach toward the pandemic, the
virus, the public health situation and the promotion of prevention
measures by governments and health authorities, the results show that
influencers have taken different paths, which are not exclusive of each
other and in some cases occur sequentially.

First, the data clearly reveal coronavirus topic avoidance and con-
troversy circumvention strategies, as several participants refuse to be
outspoken about COVID-19 or its consequences for tourism. These in-
terviewees argue that they lack the required expertise, and that spe-
cialists (epidemiologists, virologists, public health experts) should be
the ones speaking in public and giving advice. Others feel they needed to
avoid the topic because they feel social media users are already over-
whelmed with information on conventional media and want to discon-
nect from reality when engaging with their favourite influencers on
Instagram. The lack of reliable information and clear international
safety standards to prevent infections at the beginning of the pandemic
contributed to the desire of many to evade the topic:

I've seen so many people say ridiculous things. We have to be careful,
we have to only speak about the things we know. If you are like a
fitness influencer, talk about fitness and fitness at home, but don’t
talk about healthcare maybe or how to use a mask [...] So I think it’s
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Fig. 3. Influencer engagement in activism against racism in the travel industry Source: Instagram @dipyourtoesin; reprinted with permission.

really hard, not even experts get it right, so it’s really hard for an
influencer to talk about these things because they need some kind of
training, or background, or study, or research (#1)

Despite the tendency toward avoidance, coronavirus was a widely
discussed topic across the entire sample. Posts that contain some type of
information or reference to coronavirus represent 32% of the total posts
shared by participants after March 11, 2020 (Appendix 1).

A second type of strategy that has been widely adopted and related to
this tendency is the redirecting towards expert sources and the reposting
of key information from mass media and institutions. Influencers
adopting this position recirculate and repost information from official
sources. In this approach, honesty is seen as invaluable, starting with the
influencers recognising their own lack of expertise on health issues, but
also exploiting their capacity to redirect questions and to repost infor-
mation that comes from real experts or even health workers fighting
against the virus. By doing so, influencers contribute to the spread of
important information and help prevent misinformation, which is one of
the main objectives of the authorities:

At the beginning, we have a couple good friends, one is a general
practitioner in the U.S., and she was like talking about crisis and how
she’s responding because she works in the front line and is treating
patients. So, we’ve done things, made sure that we amplify their
messages, their content (#5)

I don’t think we should be like “do this” because I think it should be
more like “this is fact, this is what experts say, so you should listen to
them” and reshare resources and things like that. I think it’s
important to help spread the correct information (#11)

Taking a step further, two participants reported that health author-
ities had contacted them to offer a collaboration. Participant #2 for
instance collaborated with Visit Brussels to convince people to stay at
home, while Participant #10 worked directly with the state of New York
and the city of New York to spread official guidelines. However, another
participant reported she had been approached by the WHO to work
together in a paid collaboration but refused because she felt it was
inappropriate to monetise her participation in this type of project. This
reveals the variety of feelings and approaches and roles influencers can
adopt in crisis communication.

A third role is based on generating content in which COVID-19 and
prevention measures are integrated in a natural, personal way. Under

this premise, travel SMIs offer their own interpretation of the crisis and
translate official messages into their own language and visuals. In this
case, messages from authorities such as the WHO are implicitly
embedded in visually attractive contents, which increases the persuasive
power of the message (Fig. 4). Influencers also integrate rules and safety
measures (wearing a mask, keeping the distance, staying home) in their
content, as part of their current daily life, but also use humour and
collaborations with other influencers in creative campaigns to convey
the message seamlessly to the audience:

We also talk about good practices, like hand washing and sanitizing,
and how to stay healthy on a cruise, and we always have done that,
how to stay healthy in general, both through exercise, nutrition and
avoiding contagion and things like that. So, it’s a part of our narra-
tive normally, without trying to be health experts (#3)

Several participants acknowledged that while they would start
travelling as soon as it was allowed, they encouraged their followers not
do so until they felt sure about it. This behaviour is driven by public
expectation, peer pressure, but also inner feelings of responsibility to-
wards people who might follow their actions and recommendations.
Most participants are aware of their power of persuasion and feel that
they need to manage it carefully:

With social media you have to be very careful because you don’t
know who’s on the other side of the screen. What is he going to
interpret based on his background, you have no idea, so you have to
be careful and try to be as responsible as you can. Maybe there’s a kid
out there watching, you never know. so definitely I do feel more
responsible now (#4)

Fourth, regarding the future of travel influencer marketing, partici-
pants believe they can play a major role in the recovery of the sector. On
the one hand, influencers report that they can translate key information
into persuasive messages that seem natural in the eyes of audiences. By
embedding information in a consistent, entertaining, motivating and
implicit way, influencers gain access to users (for example, young peo-
ple) who might avoid official sources and mass media. Travel SMIs feel
they have the capacity to do something brands and governments cannot:
appear as an authentic, independent and trustable source. Moreover,
influencer marketing is inexpensive, fast and effective according to the
participants, who argue that this type of marketing will be critical for the
expected rebound of tourism demand. Hence, participants are optimistic
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Fig. 4. Coronavirus content integration by travel influencers Source: Instagram @readysetjetset; reprinted with permission.

about their future while acknowledging that the transition towards the
growth phase may be traumatic. An opportunity to strengthen their
position is identified by many, who see themselves as an alternative to
costly, non-digital and partly obsolete marketing strategies. Travel
influencers firmly believe that both destinations and travel businesses
will need to have a strong presence on social media to build trust and
regain interest:

I really believe that not only it’s gonna be profitable, but even we
have a responsibility to help those countries to get back on track
because if they don’t have money because of the economy and they
have to spend, I strongly believe that the solution will be content
creators (#2)

I think [ immediately after the travel bans are lifted there’s a huge
opportunity for people like us, because tourism needs to develop
again and grow again and everyone that will have an empty room
will invite a content creator to show it and take this opportunity to
renew. I really believe this is a good opportunity for us in the short
term and long term (#4)

5. Discussion, conclusions, and implications

This research seeks to gain an understanding of the impact of the
COVID-19 crisis on travel influencers, specifically their communicative
and creative practices. It also explores the roles they can play in terms of
crisis communication and recovery marketing. As such, it addresses the
need indicated by Freberg et al. (2013) to conduct more research on the
role of influencers in a crisis by observing how they create and share
information. It also responds to calls for empirical research in order to
understand the impact of the crisis on tourism-related phenomena
(Zenker & Kock, 2020), and on influencer marketing (Taylor, 2020).

The results show that the COVID-19 has produced profound and
diverse impacts on travel SMIs and influencer marketing. The capacity of
influencers to generate new content, engage with brands, and therefore,
monetise their online activity was halted in the first phase of the
pandemic. This is consistent with the profound shock that COVID-19 has
caused to tourism in general (Hall et al., 2020), and demonstrates how

all the agents of the tourism system, including those not traditionally
considered, have been dramatically affected. The crisis has driven
influencers to diversify their business, moving away from depending
solely on tourism towards alternative activities so as to stay afloat. These
findings firmly establish SMIs as important tourism stakeholders and an
integral part of the tourism communication system but also reinforce the
thesis of Yilmaz et al. (2020) regarding the vulnerability of influencers
considering changes in the system. The initial effects observed by Lorenz
(2020) have not vanished over time, and travel influencers and travel
influencer marketing are facing a profound structural change that goes
beyond contract cancellations and postponements.

SMIs have also changed their content and communicative practices
to keep audiences engaged during the crisis. This confirms previous
findings suggesting that influencers display a high adaptative capacity
and are skilful in changing their practices (Hearn & Schoenhoff, 2016).
Their ability to make experiences relatable is of great value for tourists
and brands (Seeler et al., 2019) and also confirms that authenticity,
relationship building and constant interaction are key for influencer
marketing (Audrezet et al., 2018; Jerslev & Mortensen, 2016), especially
during a crisis. Overall, this indicates increasing professionalisation in
the travel influencer space and clearly establishes SMIs as more than just
opinion leaders.

Moreover, influencers have adopted a more pro-active attitude to-
wards brands and have inverted conventional relationship standards in
influencer marketing. Nonetheless, our results also suggest that many
influencers have been eager to help the industry when approached. This
is in line with Moller et al. (2018) who indicate the great power of social
media to help in reconstruction after disasters. This practice is called
“influencer communication” rather than influencer marketing to stress
the focus on partnerships and the voluntary spread of messages. How-
ever, tensions around free labour and the many forms of ‘“non-paid”
collaborations have also been detected. In addition, the increased
scrutiny by public opinion and the politicisation of the crisis and blurred
roles sometimes put influencers in an uncomfortable position. In the past
year, tabloids have frequently shamed influencers for disregarding
COVID-19 safety measures or portraying privileged lives (Abidin et al.,
2020). These findings indicate that influencer-follower and
influencer-brand relationships are continuously evolving, and that
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influencer marketing conceptualisations and practices need to adapt.
The timing of influencer marketing campaigns seems critical and needs
to consider the changing epidemiologic situation as well as the norms
being applied in each territory to control the pandemic and the general
emotional state. Influencer marketing is a double-edged sword in times
of COVID-19.

This research makes several contributions to existing theory. The
results shed light on the roles that travel SMIs can play during a crisis.
Influencers occupy a pivotal space in the communication between health
authorities, tourism organisations and tourists. The results of this study
support the previously argued importance of social media in a tourism
crisis (Moller et al., 2018; Schroeder et al., 2013), and add crisis
communication and marketing recovery to the other advantages of
working with influencers already identified by Femenia-Serra and
Gretzel (2020), Ong and Ito (2019) or Xu and Pratt (2018), among
others. Our findings reveal that influencers are powerful allies for health
authorities and DMOs because they hold a key position in social media
and can reach different audiences in organic ways (Park et al., 2019).
The results referring to the different roles influencers can adopt (such as
transforming information and branded content into interactive and
engaging posts) broaden our knowledge on the advantages previously
mentioned by Sng et al. (2019) and Zhao et al. (2018), by proving that
content creators can act as a crucial link between organisations and
individuals in times of emergency.

In contrast to existing literature that generalises across influential
social media users (for example, Park et al., 2019; Austin et al., 2012)
and assumes networked communication flows through which messa-
ges/conversations are co-created (Kozinets et al., 2010; Filieri et al.,
2021), this research reveals the central/bridging role influencers play in
crisis communication and their strategic approach towards content
creation and audience engagement that sets them apart from other social
media users. Building on the social-mediated crisis communication
model proposed by Austin et al. (2012) that suggests the existence of
communicative exchanges between the different stakeholders on social
media, Fig. 5 depicts the many roles influencers can play during and
after a crisis and the specific communicative practices identified in this
study. Influencer accounts clearly emerge as separate, carefully branded
communication channels within social media platforms through which
messages are created, interpreted, amplified, targeted, and curated.

Tourism Management 89 (2022) 104454

During a crisis, influencers must carefully manage this channel but can
also take advantage of or create opportunities for new communication
flows.

The proposed framework reveals a notable increase in terms of
complexity in communication flows, particularly in times of crisis, thus
challenging the understanding of social media influencers as mere
opinion leaders (Casalo et al., 2018; Lin et al., 2018; Schafer & Tad-
dicken, 2015; Uzunog;lu & Misci Kip, 2014). The findings of this study
indicate that the conceptualisations of influencers need to go beyond
opinion leadership and acknowledge the complexity and diversity of the
influencers’ job as well as their flexibility and capacity to adapt to new
circumstances. The elaborate content creation efforts and the active and
strategic curation and management of audiences by SMIs exemplified by
our findings are not reflected in opinion leadership literature (Katz,
1957; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) and basic theories of social influence
(Kelman, 1961). Social media influencers have instead developed into a
much more nuanced and adaptable agent in communication than con-
ventional opinion leaders.

Additionally, our findings point to an intensification of what Baym
(2015) coined as “relational labour”, indicating that in moments of
crisis, SMIs are expected to increase their engagement with audiences
using engagement strategies that go beyond providing information,
entertainment, and persuasion (see Fig. 5). The COVID-19 crisis has
exacerbated the pressure on content creators to fulfil the already high
expectations of audiences and brands (Yilmaz et al., 2020) because of
the increased need to effectively target and interpret messages. Impor-
tantly, the intricate and varied relationships depicted in Fig. 5 have
arisen under the scrutiny of mass media and general social media au-
diences, which have grown exponentially during the pandemic (Abidin
et al., 2020).

The results obtained also shed light on the role that influencers can
play within an highly volatile context characterised by the proliferation
of fake news and changing norms, such as the coronavirus pandemic
(O’Connor & Murphy, 2020), therefore adding significant new knowl-
edge to the crisis communication literature. Specifically, this paper
complements previous contributions on crisis communication in the
case of COVID-19 focused on social media, such as Yu et al. (2020), but
also challenges classic crisis communication theories: Influencers
change the relationships and dynamics previously identified in crisis
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communication (Liu et al., 2015; Liu-Lastres et al., 2019). They also
expand the communicative capacity of authorities and brands and add
new communication strategies to the existing crisis communication
repertoire.

Our findings confirm the need for collaboration with influencers in a
tourism crisis, highlighting their ability to translate messages and create
entertaining and informational content at the same time. This is useful
not only during the crisis itself, but also in the recovery phase that
usually follows. As such, this research firmly establishes influencer
marketing as a form of crisis communication and a strategic tool on the
path to tourism recovery, once the health situation is under control. By
bridging crisis communication, health communication and influencer
marketing, this research opens new avenues for conceptualising influ-
encers as strategic communicators.

From a practical perspective, our research shows that influencers can
help DMOs and travel brands communicate about the current health
emergency and can become strategic partners in the pursuit of long-term
objectives, whether it is recovery or repositioning. Consequently,
tourism marketers should add influencer marketing to their crisis
communication toolbox. Using influencers as role models that demon-
strate how travel is possible in the new normal will be critical for
building post-crisis trust in travel. However, brands need to understand
that SMIs are specialists in their own business and should give them
sufficient creative freedom, especially during a crisis such as the current
pandemic that fundamentally changes audience expectations. Our
findings also suggest that because of the structural changes initiated by
SMIs, travel influencer marketing will likely become more competitive
and increasingly professionalised.

6. Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations that need to be acknowledged, and
which are partly shared by other research projects involving netnog-
raphy (see Wu & Pearce, 2014). First, the observation period (January to
June) was limited to a relatively short pre-pandemic period and the first
months of the pandemic and therefore offers a vision focused on how
travel influencers have coped with the first wave of the pandemic. Data
collection over longer periods of time could provide valuable insight
into the evolution of the effects of COVID-19 and vaccination pro-
grammes on influencer marketing and the response of different actors as
travel returns (if so) to pre-pandemic levels. Longitudinal studies are
required to observe the evolution of the reported trends. Future studies
should also include the perspective of DMOs and travel businesses
participating in influencer marketing. Additional studies are needed to
better understand the effectiveness of the strategies used by influencers
during and beyond this crisis, which will require the implementation of
quantitative methods based on larger datasets from social media and
surveys of influencers, DMOs and other crisis communication
stakeholders.

Moreover, the objectives of this study did not include the analysis of
how audiences and potential tourists have perceived the messages of
travel influencers during the health crisis. However, obtaining a deep
comprehension of the needs and reactions to messages of tourists during
a crisis is of vital importance (Liu-Lastres et al., 2019) and should be
considered for future studies. Finally, while social media are gradually
adopted by older generations, young people are still prevalent in plat-
forms such as Instagram and among the followers of the sampled
influencers. This might have consequences in terms of the type of
engagement this audience establishes with influencers and how crises
are communicated by SMIs. Addressing potential impacts of audience
types requires a deeper understanding of how older tourists, and also the
youngest, engage with influencers on various platforms but particularly
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on Instagram, which constitutes a rich data source not yet extensively
used in tourism research (Yu & Sun, 2019). Further studies based on
Instagram are needed, but they also need to be complemented with data
collected from other social media platforms on which influencers are
active (YouTube, Twitter, TikTok, among others). The forthcoming
years will be marked by the widespread use of social media by all gen-
erations to communicate. This requires further attention to the charac-
teristics of these communication channels, particularly in terms of crisis
communication. Thus, more studies based on the use of a wide range of
methods are needed that examine how the pandemic is transforming
communication and marketing in travel and tourism.

The findings open new questions and research lines regarding SMIs
in general. These include the adaptation of influencers to the different
affordances of new social media platforms. Each social media platform
has its own codes and culture (Abidin, 2018), and thus it is fundamental
to understand how individuals and organisations modulate their
behaviour and relationships with others as social media evolve and
humans adapt, and vice versa. Additionally, research is needed on how
audiences perceive the importance and agency of influencers. This is
fundamental to creating a full picture of the potential power of influ-
encers in crisis communication. Finally, while the pandemic accelerated
change, it is important to acknowledge that the communicative and
business practices of SMIs are constantly changing and will continue to
change after the crisis. More research is needed to understand influ-
encers from an entrepreneurial perspective as well as a resilience
point-of-view.
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Appendix 1

Summary of participants and Instagram data analysis results

Travel influencer handle/ # Followers # Posts # Posts # Total posts # # # Likes # Posts with
Location/Gender at time of before during in Potentially Comments per post questions to
observation pandemic pandemic observation sponsored per post audience or
declared (1st (11th period posts direct
January- March-20th interaction
11th March) June) requests
@Cruisetipstv/USA/Female 14.7K 26 14 40 Before 9 19.61 476 9
pandemic
During 0 40.64 520.40 9
pandemic
@dipyourtoesin/UK/Female 14.8K 21 36 57 7 42.23 360.40 11
0 50.69 327.80 4
@justwotravel/Spain/Female 78.7K 24 26 50 2 214.17 3,411.40 13
5 156.92 2,637.70 15
@macs_explore USA/Female 65.5K 26 40 66 7 129.73 1,751.72 7
6 134.05 1,666.86 8
@momimfine/Belgium/Male 368K 3 8 11 3 130.66 25,319.50 0
0 388.87 27,905 0
@mrscotteddy/USA/Male 242K 33 25 58 22 156.51 1,440.80 1
7 135.88 1,544.35 1
@readysetjetset/USA/Female 127K 50 35 85 41 52.64 1,872.36 1
3 41.31 1,609.88 0
@askaconcierge/USA/Female 124K 52 76 128 22 91 2,554.90 7
5 135.07 2,038.10 11
@wanderreds/Spain/Male 159K 24 29 53 1 191.58 5,121.27 10
0 295 6,474.78 9
@coconutsandcoordinates/ 12K 47 63 110 3 89.51 1,133.64 5
United Arab Emirates/ 6 101.47 697.47 5
Female and Male (double
interview)
@myinspireproject/Taiwan/ 214K 65 94 159 35 29.96 2,225.98 1
Male 30 79.56 1,968.51 3
Total posting frequency —59.21% +36,24% +3,77% 0%
AVERAGE CHANGE FROM +16.68% (average/number of days per
PRE-PANDEMIC TO period
PANDEMIC
Travel influencer IG handle/ # Posts mentioning:  # Posts # Posts with # Posts with # Political # Repostsofold ~ # Posts with
Location/Gender COVID, with travel home and life philosophy and travel content direct self-
coronavirus, content personal life and deep activism (throwbacks) branding and
lockdown, content reflections posts own brand
quarantine, references
pandemic.
@Cruisetipstv/USA/Female Before 0 23 1 6 0 1 10
pandemic
During 5 13 2 7 0 12 3
pandemic
@dipyourtoesin/UK/Female 0 10 1 6 1 2 4
7 3 7 1 8 4 15
@justwotravel/Spain/Female 0 23 1 1 0 20 3
7 24 2 4 0 20 0
@macs_explore USA/Female 0 20 0 14 0 7 2
13 20 5 9 3 9 4
@momimfine/Belgium/Male 0 2 0 1 0 0 1
5 1 1 0 1 1 1
@mrscotteddy/USA/Male 0 23 0 0 0 0 3
5 9 5 2 2 1 1
@readysetjetset/USA/Female 0 48 0 0 0 1 2
8 18 4 3 10 16 0
@askaconcierge/USA/Female 2 25 0 16 1 2 0
47 5 7 17 6 3 1
@wanderreds/Spain/Male 0 15 1 5 0 13 3
7 16 5 5 1 18 5
@coconutsandcoordinates/ 0 30 0 27 0 12 1
United Arab Emirates/Female 19 15 16 29 1 15 4
and Male (double interview)
@myinspireproject/Taiwan/Male 6 55 0 2 0 0 2
21 80 3 8 1 48 0
AVERAGE CHANGE FROM PRE- +1700% (32% of —25.55% +1325% +8.97% +1550% +153.45% +9.68%
PANDEMIC TO PANDEMIC posts in pandemic
period)
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