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ABSTRACT

Azerbaijan’s tourism industry, rich with cultural heritage and breathtaking landscapes, is
increasingly leveraging digital platforms to attract a global audience. Instagram, with its visually
driven interface, has emerged as a powerful tool for destination branding and engaging potential
travelers. This study investigates the role of Instagram as a pivotal digital marketing tool in
promoting Azerbaijan’s tourism industry. Drawing from a survey with tourists visiting the
country, the research explores how Instagram’s visual storytelling and influencer partnerships
shape travel decisions and perceptions of Azerbaijan as a destination. Findings reveal that while
the platform effectively highlights the country’s cultural heritage and natural beauty, gaps remain
in leveraging user-generated content and targeting diverse demographics. By addressing these
challenges, Azerbaijan can enhance its digital marketing strategies to attract and engage a broader
global audience. This paper contributes to the understanding of social media’s impact on tourism
and offers actionable insights for destination marketers.

Keywords: tourism, marketing, digital engagement, social media in tourism, destination
branding, tourism strategies.

Introduction

Tourism plays a significant role in economic development, and as countries increasingly rely on
digital tools to enhance their appeal, understanding how social media impacts tourism sector has
become crucial. According to Kaplan and Haenlein, social media is a collection of internet-based
apps that enable the creation and exchange of user-generated content. Karatsoli and Nathanail
noted that the platform is crucial for information exchange, opinion expression, social network
facilitation, decision-making influence, and business promotion. According to Xiang and Gretzel,
in the tourism industry, social media influences tourism mainly in how travellers obtain and use
tourist information. Zhang and his colleagues mentioned that modern travellers review other
travellers’ comments on travel forums, travel blogs, or social media platforms, and consider these
peer-to-peer reviews to be more reliable than marketing material on the organizations’ website or
associated sources.

Among various digital marketing tools, Instagram has emerged as an important platform for desti-
nation promotion, leveraging visual storytelling to influence traveler perceptions. Through high-
quality imagery, user-generated content, and influencer collaborations, destinations can enhance
their brand visibility and appeal to a global audience. Yet, optimizing Instagram’s potential
requires a strategic approach that considers engagement metrics, content effectiveness, and
audience segmentation.
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Azerbaijan, with its rich history, cultural heritage, and growing tourism infrastructure, stands at
the crossroads of East and West, making it an ideal case study for examining how digital
platforms can influence tourism development in the country. However, despite ongoing efforts,
the effectiveness of Instagram-based tourism marketing in Azerbaijan remains an area requiring
further examination.

This research investigates Instagram’s role as a digital marketing tool for Azerbaijan’s tourism
industry. By analyzing survey data taken from tourists visiting Baku, the capital city, the study
examines the platform’s effectiveness in shaping tourist behavior and decision-making. The study
begins with the relevance of the problem and examples from related studies, providing an
overview of the research problem and the impact of Instagram on travel behavior. Methods
section describes the survey that has been conducted to gather primary data. Later, the findings
are presented which contribute to the broader discourse on digital engagement in tourism, offering
insights into how Azerbaijan can refine its Instagram strategies to enhance its global tourism
appeal.

Objective

In the age of digital connectivity, social media platforms have transformed the way people search
for, share, and engage with travel information. As social media becomes increasingly embedded
in travel behavior, Instagram stands out due to its visual nature, interactive features, and
widespread popularity among travelers. According to Zhang and his colleagues, with over one
billion active users globally, Instagram plays a central role in influencing tourist behavior through
visually immersive content and peer-to-peer communication. Meanwhile, Karatsoli and Nathanail
noted that its ability to create engaging narratives through photos, stories, reels, and influencer
collaborations allows destinations to foster emotional connections with potential tourists.

Tesin and her colleagues stated that Instagram posts about a specific place inspire tourists to visit
that place, and social media plays a significant role when they choose a travel destination. It has
also been noted that Instagram’s influence on travel decision is more when it comes to women.
Being one of the main inspiration sources when choosing a travel destination, Instagram also
helps to create brand image for destinations.

In their study, Mele, Kerkhof, and Cantoni examined how cultural values are represented in
Instagram posts with the examples from Chile, Portugal, the USA, and the Netherlands. They
emphasized Instagram’s potential in cultural tourism promotion, noting how cross-cultural
imagery shared on the platform shapes traveler perceptions and preferences. Their study
underscoring that visually appealing and culturally significant posts lead to stronger tourist
engagement and destination recall, highlighted the importance of tailoring online content to
address culturally diverse audiences.

However, leveraging Instagram’s potential requires a clear understanding of content strategies,
audience engagement metrics, and evolving trends in digital behavior, wrote Kaplan and
Haenlein.

Despite Azerbaijan’s potential as a prime tourist destination, the country has faced fluctuations in
visitor numbers in recent years. Tourism sector is shaped by a combination of global factors —
such as the 2014-2015 global oil price crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, international events like
the Formula 1 Grand Prix and the COP29 summit — and domestic developments, including the
Karabakh conflict. Thus, when comparing the overall trend over the past decade, the figures
indicate a variable trajectory rather than steady growth. These statistics raise the question of how
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effectively digital marketing tools can influence the situation. For destinations like Azerbaijan,
which are working to increase their visibility and competitiveness in the global tourism market,
strategic use of platforms like Instagram is essential. This paper investigates the way Instagram
content shapes tourist perceptions, destination image, and travel decisions, particularly in the
context of Azerbaijan’s emerging tourism market. The research aims to analyze the role of
Instagram as a digital marketing tool in enhancing Azerbaijan’s tourism appeal and to evaluate
how the platform influences tourist decision-making and behavior.

Table 1. The number of tourists according to years.

The number of
Years | tourists

2017 | 2691998
2018 | 2844 877
2019 | 3167904
2020 | 795 760

2021 | 790 062

2022 | 1602 600
2023 | 2086 548
2024 | 2 600 000

Source: State Migration Service, Arrival Statistics.

Methods
The research involves conducting a survey to collect primary data from tourists in Baku. The
structured questionnaire was distributed to 100 tourists during peak travel times. The
questionnaire includes a mix of closed-ended, open-ended, and Likert-scale questions aimed at
assessing tourists’ perceptions of Instagram’s role in their travel decision-making. The findings
are analyzed to determine usage patterns and travel preferences.
The survey included 3 main sections:
e Demographics: Age, nationality, and travel purpose.
e Instagram usage: Frequency of Instagram use, interaction with Azerbaijan-related content,
and influence on travel decisions.
e Tourism perception: Questions measured on a Likert scale (1-5) regarding destination
image, satisfaction, and intent to recommend Azerbaijan.
The study employs a mixed-methods approach to explore the influence of Instagram on tourists’
preferences regarding travel to Azerbaijan.

Table 2. The survey questionnaire

Section 1: Demographics Section 3: Perceptions of Azerbaijan’s digital presence
1. What is your age? 7. How would you rate Azerbaijan’s digital marketing
18-25 efforts on Instagram?

26-35 Poor

36-50 Fair
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2. What is your nationality?

3. What is the primary purpose of your visit?
Leisure

Business

Visiting friends/family

Other

Section 2: Instagram usage

4. How often do you use Instagram?
Daily
Weekly
Occasionally
Rarely
5. Have you seen Instagram posts or ads about
Azerbaijan before visiting?
Yes
No
6. If yes, how influential were these posts in your
decision to visit? (1 = Not influential, 5 = Very
influential)
1 2 3 4 5

Good
Excellent
8. What type of Instagram content do you find most
appealing about Azerbaijan? (select all that apply)
Natural landscapes
Cultural and historical sites
Food and cuisine
Modern architecture
Festivals and events
9. After seeing content about Azerbaijan on Instagram,
how likely are you to recommend the country as a travel
destination? (1 = Not likely, 5 = Very likely)

1 2 3 4 5

Source: The table was compiled by the author

According to the results of the survey, 45% of the respondents were aged between 26-35
(majority users of Instagram), and 70% were leisure travelers.

Instagram usage rate among the respondents is relatively high with 75% of them using Instagram
daily. Also, 60% of the respondents confirmed that they saw Instagram posts about Azerbaijan
before their visit. Chart 2 below illustrates the influence of these posts on travelers.

65% rated Azerbaijan’s Instagram marketing as “Good”, while 70% found content on cultural and
historical sites of Azerbaijan most appealing. The tourists’ likelihood of recommending
Azerbaijan to others pointed a mean score which is 4.2/5, meaning they are very likely to
recommend the country as a tourism destination to potential travelers.

Chart 1. Nationalities of the tourists.
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ntia htly influential Moderate nfluenti Very influential

Chart 2. Influence of the Instagram posts

The survey results revealed that 78% of respondents followed travel-related accounts, and 62%
discovered Azerbaijan through Instagram posts or ads. Also, 68% rated Azerbaijan’s digital
presence positively.

Conclusion

The survey revealed that a substantial portion of respondents (45%) belonged to the 26-35 age
group, which aligns with Instagram’s core user demographic. Approximately 75% of participants
reported daily Instagram usage, highlighting the platform’s relevance as a marketing tool for
reaching potential tourists. Furthermore, 60% of tourists indicated that they had seen Instagram
posts or advertisements about Azerbaijan before their visit, with 30% rating these posts as “very
influential” in their travel decision.

While Azerbaijan’s digital marketing efforts were positively received, with 65% of respondents
rating them as “Good,” there is room for improvement, as only 25% considered them “Excellent.”
The most appealing Instagram content identified by tourists included cultural and historical sites
(70%), followed by natural landscapes (50%), and food and cuisine (45%). These preferences
underscore the importance of showcasing diverse aspects of the country’s tourism potential on
Instagram.

Respondents displayed a high likelihood of recommending Azerbaijan as a destination, with a
mean score of 4.2 out of 5. Tourists also emphasized the role of influencer collaborations in
sparking interest, yet many noted a lack of localized, user-generated content that could resonate
more personally. These findings revealed a gap in the strategic use of Instagram to engage
potential visitors effectively.

For efficiently utilizing Instagram’s features to increase digital engagement, we can leverage user-
generated content encouraging tourists to share their experiences using hashtags and tagging
official tourism accounts, create campaigns that reward or spotlight user-generated content to
amplify authentic perspectives and foster engagement; collaborate with influencers to showcase
Azerbaijan’s unique attractions; use Instagram stories and reels to create short, engaging content
highlighting seasonal events or unique travel experiences like hiking in the Caucasus Mountains
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or exploring the Caspian coast; tailor content to different demographics by featuring multilingual
posts and culturally relevant visuals; use analytics for targeted advertising, to identify audience
preferences and run targeted ads that cater to specific travel motivations, such as adventure,
cultural exploration, or luxury; stay updated with social media trends and adapt campaigns
accordingly, for example, integrating trending music or themes into reels can improve visibility
and engagement. These strategies can help increase engagement, thereby contributing to the
overall growth of the tourism sector.

This study underscores the necessity to adopt a holistic and strategic approach to digital
marketing, leveraging Instagram’s capabilities to align with modern traveler expectations. Future
efforts should include robust monitoring of campaign performance, deeper collaboration with
influencers, and data-driven adjustments to maximize Instagram’s impact on tourism growth.
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XULASO

Azorbaycanin zongin madani irsi va fiisunkar monzaralari ilo se¢ilon turizm sektoru global audito-
riyani colb etmok {iciin rogomsal platformalardan getdikco daha ¢ox istifads edir. Vizual mozmun
osasli interfeysi ilo Instagram, brendlosdirma vo potensial soyahatcilorlo alage qurmagq iiciin giiclii
bir aloto cevrilmisdir. Bu todqiqat Instagram-in Azorbaycan turizm sektorunun tosviqindo osas
rogomsal marketing vasitesi kimi rolunu arasdirir. Olkoyo sofor edon turistlor arasinda aparilan
sorgu osasinda todqigat, Instagramin vizual hekayogiliyi vo influencer omokdasliglarinin
turistlorin soyahat gorarlarina vo Azaorbaycanin turizm mokani kimi gabuluna neco tosir etdiyini
Oyronir. Noticolor gostorir ki, bu platforma 6lkonin madoni irsini vo tobii gozolliklorini ugurla
vurgulasa da, istifadogi torofindon yaradilan mozmundan tam sokildo faydalanmaq vo miixtolif
auditoriyalart hoadoflomok baximindan hoalo do bosluglar mévcuddur. Bu problemlori aradan
qaldirmaqla Azorbaycan, qlobal auditoriyani calb etmok vo onlarla olagoni giiclondirmak iiciin
rogomsal marketinq strategiyalarin1 tokmillogdira bilor. Bu moqalo sosial medianin turizmo
tasirinin dork edilmasine tohfs verir vo marketologlar {igiin praktik tdvsiyslor taqdim edir.

Ac¢ar sozlor: turizm, marketing, roqomsal foaliyyat, turizmdo sosial media, brendlogsmo, turizm
strategiyalart.

[UPPOBOE B3AUMO/JIEVMCTBUE YEPE3 INSTAGRAM - IIOBBLIIIEHUE
HPUBJEKATEJIBHOCTHU TYPU3MA B ABEPBAMI)KAHE

T'yabxanbiv Xacanosal, Tamap Marajamsuim?

! Asep6aiimxanckuii IocynapcTBeHHBIH DKOHOMHYECKUH Y HUBEPCHTET
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PE3IOME

Typucrtuueckass  uHaycTpuss — AsepOaiikaHa, Ooratas  KyJIbTYpPHbIM  HacleMeM U
3axXBaTHIBAIOIIMMHU JyX TMeH3a)kaMy, BCE 4Yalle HCHOJBb3yeT IU(POBBIE IUIATHOPMBI IS
npuBJeUeHHs 1100anbHOM aynuTopuu. Instagram ¢ ero BU3yalbHO yHpaBisieMbIM HHTepdeiicom
CTaJl MOUIHBIM MHCTPYMEHTOM JJIsi OpEHIMHIa HANpPaBICHUN U TMPUBJICYCHUS TMOTCHIUAIBHBIX
IyTEIIECTBEHHUKOB. B 3TOM wuccienoBaHuMM u3ydaercs poib Instagram Kak OCHOBHOTO
MHCTPYMEHTa IH(PPOBOrO MapKETHHra B TNPOJBMKCHUU TYPUCTHYECKOW  HMHIYCTPUHU
AzepOaiimkana. Onupasicb Ha ONPOC TYPUCTOB, MOCEUIAIOIUX CTpaHy, UCCIEIOBAHUE H3y4aerT,
KaK BH3YyaJbHOE IMIOBECTBOBAHKE U MAPTHEPCTBO C BIMATEIBHBIME JHIIaMH Instagram ¢popmMupyroT
peleHuss O IyTeLEeCTBUSIX M BocHpustTHe A3sepOaiipkaHa Kak HalpaBieHUs. Pe3ynbTarsl
MOKa3bIBAIOT, YTO, XOTsA IUIaThopma APPEKTUBHO TMOAUYEPKHUBAET KYJIbTYPHOE HACJIEIUE W
HOPUPOIHYIO KpPacoTy CTpaHbl, OCTAIOTCS MPOOEsbl B MCIOJIb30BAaHUM I10JIb30BATENILCKOTO KOH-
TEHTa W HAICTMBAaHUK HA PAa3IUYHBIC JeMorpadudeckue rpymnmnsl. Pemras stu npoGiemsl, Azep-
0ali/pKaH MOXKET YJYUIIUTh CBOM CTpAaTeTuH LU(PPOBOro MapKETHUHIA JJIs IPUBJICUEHUS U BOBIIE-
yeHus Oosiee MMPOKOH riodanbHOM ayauTopuu. CTaThst CIOCOOCTBYET TOHUMAHHIO BIHSHUS CO-
LMAJIbHBIX CETEN Ha TypU3M U IIpesiaraeT AeHCTBEHHbIE NIEH U1l MAPKETOJIOTOB HAIIPABJICHUM.
KiroueBble cioBa: TypusM, MapKETUHI, LU(PPOBOE B3aMMOJEHUCTBHE, COLMAIbHBIE CETU B
Typu3Me, OpeHAMHT TYPUCTUYECKUX HAlpaBJIEHUH, TYPUCTUYECKHUE CTPATErHH
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