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THE EVOLUTION OF MEDIA INFLUENCE IN TRAVEL MARKETING 
If you’re a travel writer, you know a thing or two about change. Over the years, the number of 
digital travel magazines throughout Canada has grown, but the pay rates for digital content 
remain lower than rates paid for print articles of the same length. Newspaper travel sections, 
from Post Media newspapers to the Toronto Star, no longer have the healthy budgets they 
once did. For freelance writers in particular, this has made finding and maintaining income-
generating outlets increasingly more difficult. Then, amid the changing media landscape, we’ve 
seen the emergence of “digital influencers.”  
Trust in “a person like me” has increased significantly since 2009 (Edelman Trust Barometer) 
and “digital influencers” are considered in the “people like me” category among consumers. 
These are individuals who have developed a loyal following online – their content (words, 
images and videos) can motivate their audience to act. This makes these influencers excellent 
brand advocates and niche promoters in the tourism space, especially when their passions and 
interests align with a destination or hotel’s brand and its attributes.  
 
With consumers finding affinity with the content created by digital influencers, many 
destination marketing organizations (DMOs) have begun expanding their communications 
strategies to include collaboration with “digital influencers.” 
 
The changing role of media within travel marketing  
So what does the rise of “digital influencers” mean for traditional, print-focused journalists? In 
essence, it means that the role of editorial in print publications has changed when it comes to 
influencing consumer awareness and the purchasing of a vacation. Consumer research shows 
that editorial coverage within traditional media has become integral to inspiring consumers to 
dream about a place. Feature stories with stunning images help consumers determine the top 
three to five destinations they will place on their consideration set of vacation options for the 
coming year or two. Newspaper feature stories and long narratives in glossy magazines are 
particularly helpful in reaching affluent, educated, high-yield travelers, who turn to these 
outlets for inspiration. So the good news is that public relations practitioners still see great 
value in maintaining their relationships with print writers. 
 

http://www.travelmedia.ca/


Digital content – from blogs to Instagram photos – serves as a reminder of the inspiration that 
traditional media helps stimulate. Content on digital platforms then helps to move consumers 
through the purchasing funnel and closer to actually booking their vacation. It’s at this stage 
where consumers begin to click from a story to the “call to action” – which might be the 
destination’s website, an attraction website or booking engine. For DMOs, this action helps 
showcase the value of public relations efforts. When a consumer clicks, there is suddenly 
something to measure – web traffic and engagement with the content. Such “proof,” watching 
a consumer take action based on what he is reading, is nearly impossible to garner with stories 
found in print. As a result, DMOs have come to rely on digital content to drive short-term 
coverage, when traditional media deadlines have passed. This means that public relations 
practitioners must find additional time, in their already jam-packed day, to identify and build 
relationships with an entire new audience. 
 
Four predictions for the future 
So what does the rise in digital influences mean for the future of print editorial? 
 

1) Long-form travel editorial will continue to influence consumers 
Since editorial still plays an important role in inspiring travelers to dream about their next 
vacation destination, DMOs will remain actively engaged in working with editors and freelance 
writers to help them find a story that helps to tell the destination’s story. These deeply 
researched and well-written features will help to build the destination’s brand awareness 
among consumers. 
 

2) The value of print media brands will continue to rise 
While we will see the decline in the importance of the “individual journalist voice” in print 
media, the value of the media brand platform on which a story is published will continue to 
rise. Consumers find more affinity for being loyal to Dreamscapes or The Globe & Mail, than 
they are to an individual writer. Yet in order to procure destination coverage within an outlet 
that reaches a destination’s target consumers, public relations practitioners will continue to 
nurture their relationships with editors and the freelance contributors who are assigned to craft 
stories. 
 

3) Savvy consumers will weed out irrelevance 
Consumers have become increasingly savvy, referencing at least 38 sources of information prior 
to booking their vacation. Digital influencers who cease to remain relevant and produce helpful 
consumer information in a unique voice will be unable to sustain their influence. While they 
may lack the same journalism education and understanding of journalistic ethics as traditional 
travel writers, the market will ensure that only the credible digital influencers survive. 
 

4) Innovators will thrive 
For those traditional journalists who are interested in expanding their reach into the digital 
influencer space, a wealth of new opportunities will await. It’s true, building your digital 
influence can become its own (second or third) full-time job – and frankly, it’s not for everyone. 
But for those who seek to augment their influence in the digital space, they will find that it will 



lead to new revenue streams and likely, increased assignments – both in print and online – as 
outlets seek to tap the writer’s individual audience for their own brand platform.  
Whether you’re a journalist who is fighting to make a living doing what you love or a public 
relations practitioner struggling to leverage the value of digital influencers, being prepared for 
inevitable market change is crucial. If there’s one thing we can count on – it’s change.  
 
The content in this article does not necessarily reflect the opinion of all TMAC members. 
 
By Karyl Leigh Barnes, the managing partner of the Tourism Practice of Development 
Counsellors International, which has its Canadian headquarters in Toronto.  
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