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We live in an experience-driven economy. Modern 
consumers prefer to create memories with one another 
through experiences rather than acquiring material 
possessions. As a result, the travel sector has experienced 
significant growth in recent years and this is set to continue 
into the future. Global online travel sales are projected to 
grow in 2017 by 10.31%, reaching $629.81 billion1. While 
there is greater opportunity for the industry as a whole 
to capture travelers’ share of wallet, individual brands 
often struggle to stand out in an increasingly competitive 
marketplace. With new channels emerging every day, 
brands must create enough high-quality visual content to 
engage and convert audiences across an ever-expanding 
booking journey.

The rise of online travel agencies and third-party 
rating sites such as Expedia and TripAdvisor has added 
another layer of complexity to the industry. Travelers are 
demanding greater personalisation and authenticity in 
their experiences with brands, meaning a “one size fits all” 
approach to content is no longer acceptable. 

Add to this a lack of confidence in brand-owned content, 
and it is no surprise that travelers have begun to turn 
to one another for inspiration and confirmation while 
making booking decisions. According to the travel research 
provider, Phocuswright, the top information sources that 
travelers consider when planning trips are:

INTRODUCTION

 1“Digital travel sales worldwide from 2014 to 2020 (in billion U.S. 
dollars).” Statista. 2016.

 2“U.S. Traveler Technology Survey 
Sixth Edition.” Phocuswright. 2016.

Vacation pictures and 
videos posted on social 

media networks

54
PERCENT

Ads or posts sponsored 
by travel companies and 

social networks

16
PERCENT

Online travel reviews 
found on websites such 

as TripAdvisor

59
PERCENT

Videos on YouTube

31
PERCENT

Travel blogs 2

11
PERCENT
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Note that the primary two resources focus on user-
generated, or what we call “earned,” content. Over the 
last few years, smart travel brands have recognised the 
potential of tapping into travelers’ own content as a way 
to supplement their own content strategies and achieve 
personalisation and authenticity at scale. Instagram 
alone boasts over 500 million users posting more than 95 
million images per day. A brief survey of some popular 
hashtags demonstrates how much of that content is 
dedicated to travel experiences: #FollowMe (>315 million 
photos), #Travel (>146 million photos), #Wanderlust (>32 
million photos).

Certainly, there is an enormous amount of travel-related 
content being shared, but how can brands effectively 
use it to their advantage? What types of experiences 
excite travelers? Perhaps most importantly, what will 
inspire them to create additional content on behalf of a 
brand, and ultimately make a booking decision? To find 
out, Olapic recently partnered with Kantar Added Value 
to analyse 2,000 social travel images. As a result, we 
uncovered four high-level motivations for traveler content 
creation. 
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THEME 1: 
DISCOVERY (38%) 43.5

PERCENT

40.5
PERCENT

16.5
PERCENT

We found that “Discovery” is the primary 
motivation for travelers to create and share 
visual content on social networks. Travelers 
share experiences they believe are unique 
and perceive to be “off the beaten track.” 
Let’s further break down the types of 
imagery associated with this motivation:

SECRET URBAN PATHWAYS
Travelers enjoy sharing their physical journey 
with their followers. We found a large amount 
of imagery that showcased small streets and 
alleyways, leading to hidden treasures that were 
tucked away from the typical tourist areas.

BACK TO BEING A CAVEMAN
This sub-category featured content dedicated 
to travelers experiencing the Earth’s beauty. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, travelers relish the 
opportunity to get away from big cities and 
reconnect with Mother Nature, by exploring 
national parks, climbing mountains, or 
camping out in forests. 

LIVING LIKE A LOCAL

Modern travelers love to assimilate to their 
destinations, posting a wealth of content posi-
tioning themselves alongside local residents. 
This content is not about portraying extrava-
gant activities, but day-to-day activities such as 
eating a meal or shopping at a market. 
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Travelers’ passion for discovery underscores a 
broader cultural movement towards simplicity and 
exploration. 

Extreme Entertainment: We have developed an 
appetite for entertainment centered on extreme 
adventure, such as Planet Earth and Bear Grylls’ 
Man vs. Wild.  

Street Food: Today, we value culinary experiences 
that are affordable but exciting and take inspiration 
from around the world. 

Authentic Guides: Commercial travel guides 
have largely fallen out of favor, as travelers search 
for greater authenticity from people who have 
experienced these things first hand.

CULTURAL INSIGHTS
THEME 1: DISCOVERY
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So, how can brands design experiences that evoke 
a sense of discovery from within their audiences? 
First, reward traveler curiosity, and encourage them 
to uncover the brand experience on their own. Use 
messaging and visuals that support natural, authentic 
experiences, and avoid being overly commercial. 
Second, facilitate learning and creativity within your 
brand experience. Hosting art exhibits at a hotel, or a 
cooking class at a restaurant location, will play to the 
travelers’ desire to blend into the community and gain 
valuable experience they can take with them after their 
trip. In the next year, we predict the following trends to 
define “discovery” experiences, which brands can tap 
into:

BRAND 
RECOMMENDATIONS The Survival Sabbatical: 

Travelers will look for 
cultivated experiences to 
combine entertainment and 
adventure. 

Eating Local: Travelers will 
continue to seek out locally-
flavored culinary experiences, 
with a preference for locally-
sourced food and beverage 
options.

The Wisdom of the Crowd: 
Millennials trust one another 
more than brands. In the next 
year, they will continue to seek 
out peer recommendations to 
inspire their travel experiences.

Popular hashtags: #beautifulview, #discovery, 
#travel, #explore, #beautiful, #mountain, #wind, 
#hike, #traveltheworld

THEME 1: DISCOVERY



7

THEME 2: 
WELLBEING (23%) 33.4

PERCENT

27
PERCENT

24.8
PERCENT

14.8
PERCENT

“Wellness” represented 23% of the overall 
images we reviewed, as travelers were keen 
to share their process of unwinding and 
recharging with their followers. 

CLOSE TO SOURCE
The largest portion of wellbeing photos depicted 
users reconnecting with bodies of water. The 
impressive yet opposing characteristics of the ocean, 
power and tranquility were popular on Instagram.

AT ONE WITH NATURE 

Similar to the “Discovery” category, users love to 
reconnect with their natural surroundings. As more 
of the population moves into urban areas, moments 
spent engaging with nature have become less 
frequent, and thus, more precious to social users. 

SERENE SUNSETS
Users love to share their perspectives on the passing 
of time, often accompanied by imagery of peaceful 
and serene sunsets. Whether at the beach or in the 
city, we found that users find the end of a day to be an 
important and shareable moment with friends.

MIND, BODY, AND SOUL 

Finally, we discovered that users love to share 
their spiritual and physical experiences on social 
networks. Images of yoga, stretching, and meditation 
were popular among the content we analysed. 
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Today’s consumers actively seek out opportunities 
to recharge and refocus, and often prefer to buy from 
brands that embody the same priorities. 

Healthy Food: We’ve all noticed the rise of organic 
foods and developed an enhanced awareness of the 
ingredients we consume. Gluten-free, vegan, and 
vegetarian options are now in the mainstream all 
over the world. 

Healthy Mind: “Mindfulness” is now a central 
part of living a healthy lifestyle. Today, more than 
six million people use the Headspace app, a series 
of guided meditation exercises available at a user’s 
fingertips. 

Personal Care: People are more aware of the toll 
that stressors can take on the body. Exercise has 
moved to being about inner strength, confidence and 
even creativity, in disciplines such as yoga and barre. 

CULTURAL INSIGHTS
THEME 2: WELLBEING
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For brands, creating experiences that promote 
wellbeing is essential, but ensuring that the 
experiences are consistent with the brand promise 
can be a challenge. We recommend that brands 
in 2017 turn the mindfulness revolution into a 
purposeful one. Put differently, create content and 
experiences that help users find purpose when 
using products. Brands should also make health 
aspirational for users, encouraging them to create 
and share their healthy experiences online. 

BRAND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Real Eating: People will begin 
to understand the health 
benefits of eating hearty meals. 
They will share content from 
meals they are preparing 
with real, healthy ingredients 
gathered close to their locality. 

The Sleep Revolution: 
Anchored by celebrity 
influence, headlined by Arianna 
Huffington, the impact of sleep 
on a healthy lifestyle has gained 
a lot of traction. 

Homemade Health and 
Wellness: The cost of taking 
care of oneself isn’t cheap. 
We anticipate that users will 
increasingly turn to each other 
on social networks for tips and 
tricks on homemade health and 
wellness solutions. 

Popular hashtags: #islandlife, #openfire, 
#relaxtime, #summertime, #paradisefeelings, 
#paradise, #majestic 

THEME 2: WELLBEING
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THEME 3: 
STATUS (21%) 54.4

PERCENT

20.7
PERCENT

20.6
PERCENT

4.3
PERCENT

Millennials love to share their 
experiences with the world. Particularly 
in the case of Instagram, these images 
are aspirational, extremely high-quality 
and creatively engaging. It is a way to 
show friends what you are up to and 
assert cultural kudos. Here were the sub-
topics that made up the status category:

MONUMENTAL EXPERIENCES
Sharing the view of a major city, standing alongside a 
world-renowned landmark, or conquering a challenge 
such as the completion of a marathon would all sit in 
this category.

LIVING THE LIFE 

Travelers love to share imagery from extravagant trips, 
demonstrating to others that they have the means 
and ability to live the “high life”. Much of the content 
featured here included frozen drinks set against a 
beautiful beach backdrop, or coffee on the deck of a 
friend’s yacht.

JETTING IN
Pictures taken from the air, above the clouds, with 
a plane wing in the foreground were popular in our 
analysis – letting friends know you have arrived.

FOLLOW ME TO 

The #FollowMeTo Instagram project, created by (now) 
married couple Murad and Nataly Osmann, began 
with a simple travel photo and has led to over 337,000 
copycat photos with users sharing their experiences 
with one another in the same visual style.
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As a culture, the proliferation of social media has 
had an undeniable impact on the way we perceive 
our lives and the lives of others. The line between 
celebrities and average individuals continues to blur, 
meaning that we have elevated our expectations and 
aspirations. 

The Celebrity Sabbatical: With more and more 
celebrities taking time out to travel the world for a 
year, we are seeing the average traveler copy their 
experience.

Follow Me To: Aside from the popular Instagram 
trend, this phenomenon aligns nicely with the rise 
in people wanting experiences over things.  

Iconic Architecture: Today’s travelers are also 
motivated to experience the impressive new 
architecture around the world, e.g. rooftop bars and 
picturesque views.

CULTURAL INSIGHTS
THEME 3: STATUS
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Promoting a sense of “status” has been the goal of 
many travel brands since the industry’s inception 
(which was long before the advent of social media). 
Today, affordable luxury plays well with a younger 
audience with growing disposable income.

BRAND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Natural Wonders: Travelers 
will continue to flock to 
the wonders of the world, 
comprising the human-made, 
the new, and the constantly 
changing natural landscape. 

Follow Me to the Edge of 
the Atmosphere: We expect 
travelers to push the bounds 
of their experiences further, 
especially with technological 
advances from brands like Virgin 
Galactic, and extreme travel 
trends such as space ballooning.

Experiencing Iconic 
Architecture First Hand: 
Iconic, one of kind destinations 
will be desired by travelers 
who seek a completely unique 
experience. Popular hashtags: #BucketList, #perfect, 

#checkedin, #checkedfrombucketlist, 
#wonderoftheworld 

THEME 3: STATUS
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THEME 4: 
FUN (18%) 34

PERCENT

32
PERCENT

17.1
PERCENT

16.9
PERCENT

The fourth and final content theme we 
uncovered may seem like the most obvious: 
“Fun.” Of course users enjoy showcasing 
their most entertaining experiences online 
for everyone to see.

THE BIG BLUE
We saw many photos taken next to the ocean, the 
pool, or with a clear blue sky in the background which 
felt optimistic and exciting.

TROPICAL PROPS 

Interestingly, we found a large population of travel 
content in the “fun” category to feature tropical props, 
including inflatable flamingos, pineapple drinks, 
watermelon slices, and pool/beach accessories. Users 
love to involve colorful, whimsical items in their 
travel-based content, which could be insightful for 
brands looking to capture travelers’ attention.

POSING WITH FRIENDS
Users love to post photos with other people. 
Whether the goal is to show that they have a wide 
social network, or simply to celebrate their close 
relationships.

BEING SILLY 

This category manifests itself with a lot of selfies, as 
well as content featuring users playing games with 
one another.
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Holidays have always been about laughing, having fun, 
and sharing unique experiences. Social spaces haven’t 
changed this trend, but they have altered the ways in 
which users create associated content. Today, holiday 
photos are not just about capturing memories from a trip, 
they are about sharing the trip online in real time. Photos 
of beaches or hotel accommodation help to convey the 
logistics of a user’s travel experience, but “fun” allows the 
user to inject emotion into the content, and bring his or 
her followers into the experience. 

Kitsch Fashion and Design: We have seen a rise in retro 
and eccentric designs in fashion in recent years as kitsch 
fashion has made a comeback.  

Hollywood Heyday: The glamourous and fun era of 
Hollywood is a timeless style in fashion and design. We 
have seen a rise in this style, particularly in the world of 
luxury hotels and experiences but with a more modern 
edge.  

Vibrant Food: From extravagant desserts, to rainbow-
coloured bagels, users enjoy having fun with their food, 
and sharing it with others. We have seen more and more 
brands being more playful with their food presentation in 
a bid to connect with their consumers. 

CULTURAL INSIGHTS
THEME 4: FUN
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For brands looking to design experiences based 
on entertainment and excitement, we recommend 
getting the right props and featuring them in your 
content. Whether that means colorful, vibrant food 
options, or inflatable food toys, travelers latch on to 
fun objects and associate them with their broader 
experience. Additionally, creating compelling 
backdrops will motivate travelers to create content 
on behalf of the brand. This could be in the form of a 
selfie wall, or a mural with an inspiring message on it. 

BRAND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

From Fun to Freestyle: The 
perception of spontaneity 
is important to travelers, so 
brands should aim to create 
experiences that are semi-
controlled, but leave room for 
variability and an element of 
surprise. 

Bring the Glamour Poolside: 
Trends in fashion and design are 
converging with social sharing 
behaviours. For travel brands, 
bringing a sense of glamour 
and design to poolside or beach 
experiences will make travelers 
feel that they are receiving 
affordable luxury, and will elicit 
increased content sharing.

Food Colors Are Getting More 
Extreme: Food presentation 
is a growing art, and with all 
sorts of varied dining options, 
especially in big cities, standing 
out means taking bold chances. 
Starbucks recently received lots 
of Instagram attention with 
its off the menu “#PinkDrink” 
designed explicitly for sharing 
on Instagram. 

Popular hashtags: ##spontaneousholiday, #silly, 
#inflatablefun, #watermelon, #pink, #funtimes

THEME 4: FUN
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For 25 years Kantar Added Value has sought to understand 
how people interact, engage, and connect with brands. 
What we have seen in the past few years is that people do 
not particularly care about brands – the brands that will 
succeed in this world are the ones that really understand 
what the people they serve care about. As brands become 
more purpose-led, those that are successful are the ones 
that activate this purpose in culture and use it to bring 
something valuable, meaningful and useful to the people 
they serve. As we analysed these images, it became 
apparent that modern travelers care about having unique, 
colourful, powerful experiences with one another. They 
are eager to share those experiences with their networks, 
and with the brands that enable them. In 2017 and 
beyond, travel brands have an enormous opportunity to 
tap into their audiences for more compelling, authentic 
content. Those that do so successfully will create far more 
impactful experiences, likely increasing their impact and 
engagement along the way.
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