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Foreword
In 1984, Crocodile Dundee star Paul Hogan famously offered to throw another shrimp on 
the barbie to lure North American tourists down-under as part of Tourism Australia’s ‘Come 
and say G’Day’ campaign. Since then, culinary tourism has grown to be the leading hook in 
Australian and global travel1. Hospitality providers have an unmatched ability to communicate 
a unique sense of place and history, and consumers are hungry to pursue culinary adventures 
to discover and understand cultures across the world.

As social media transforms the way people discover, consume, and share experiences, the 
customer journey is evolving, too. This paper explores this evolution through an analysis of 
social media behaviours and insights of people engaging with hotels, bars, and restaurants 
across Australia.

About the research
Hootsuite has analysed the social media behaviours of 297 hotels, bars, and 
restaurants across Australia. Insights were sourced from public activities of 29,152 
Instagram users and 15,825 mentions across the social web using Hootsuite solutions. 
The sample comprises of 42,447 unique posts from Instagram users between 
1 November 2016 until 31 January 2017.
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Introduction
 A Hootsuite Whitepaper  

Rapidly evolving technology, legislative instability, and the success of non-traditional players like 
Airbnb are transforming the hospitality and tourism landscape in Australia.

Social media has changed the way people discover, consume, and share experiences at 
bars, hotels, and restaurants. With more access to real-time information than ever before, 
the customer journey has evolved and organisations need to think digital first to meet the 
expectations of the modern ‘connected consumer’.

Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics: 8635.0 - Tourist 
Accommodation, Australia, 2015-16 - www.abs.gov.
au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/8635.02015-
16?OpenDocument; Airbnb, No of listings in Australia, 
December 2016

Although the number of rooms available in 
Australian Hotels, Motels & Serviced Apartments 
increased from 248,573 in 2015 to 249,131 
in 2016, the rapid increase in the number of 
Australian listings available on Airbnb from 
45,000 to over 90,000 across the same period 
has increased their share of rooms from 15% to 
over 26% in just 12 months.

The Scale of Disruption: Market Share of 
Tourist Accommodation2015

248,573

249,131

45,000
90,000

2016

The hospitality and tourism industry is in an era of unprecedented 
disruption.

Hotel, Motel &  
Service Apartments

Airbnb
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As consumers spend more time online, 
it’s important for organisations to 
embrace social innovation.
In this increasingly competitive environment 
where physical and virtual environments are 
converging, companies need to be ready to 
engage customers anytime, anywhere.

Australians are now thinking ‘digital first’. 
Whether we are seeking inspiration for 
our next adventure or living vicariously 
through celebrities and influencers, we are 
discovering, researching, and purchasing new 
products and services on social media.

“Social is reshaping how communities 
communicate, trade, work, and live together. 
Flights, hotels, bed-and-breakfasts, tours, 
attractions, cities, people, transport, and 
everything on a trip for both business and 
leisure is documented with the tap of your 
phone’s camera.”

Robin Maes, Director of Digital Media, Event Hospitality & Entertainment

Australian hotels, bars, and 
restaurants are tagged on 
Instagram every 
28 seconds.

From Albury to Adelaide, Hawthorn to the 
Hunter Valley, we are witnessing not just a 
leap in technology, but a fundamental cultural 
shift. This evolution means businesses are 
no longer questioning whether social media 
is impacting revenue and key business goals, 
but to what extent social can be leveraged to 
drive business outcomes.

With industry leaders across the world 
investing heavily into the transformation 
of their customer experience, marketing 
processes, and technology platforms, the 
research uncovered that nearly half of all 
Australian hotels, bars, and restaurants are 
not actively engaging in conversations with 
their customers on social.
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The New Social Customer Journey

Discovery Via Social
Social is the new search

Less than 20%  
of Australian hotels, bars and 
restaurants are publishing 
content daily on Instagram.

65% of brands analaysed are 
publishing content less than 
once a week.

1-in-2 Facebook and 
Instagram users turn to social 
first to discover or research 
potential purchases.

75% purchase decisions 
for individuals  aged 18 
- 26 are influenced by 
recommendations on social 
networks.

Mobile connectivity and its penetration 
into every aspect of daily life has enabled 
consumers to discover new content and 
information anywhere, anytime.

In Australia, social media usage grew 14% in 
2016 with 16 million2 people now active on 
at least one social platform. What’s more, 
social media is among two of the three most-
used and influential sources of news and 
information, outranking other traditional 
sources in terms of frequency of use3. 

Customers go beyond travel agents and 
online reviews to guide their decisions. They 
actively scour social platforms to discover 
and share information. 50% of Facebook and 
Instagram users turn to social media first to 
discover or research potential purchases. 37% 
of internet users are wading through location 
tags, hashtags, and following ‘influencers’ 
to discover and research brands and their 
products4.

Currently, 20% of brands with activity on 
their location tag don’t have an Instagram 
presence, and half of all hotels, bars, and 
restaurants with an account are not engaging 
with consumers at all. 
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To be discovered by these connected 
consumers, hospitality and tourism 
organisations need to actively participate 
on social media. Early movers have already 
begun to see success and there is a huge 
opportunity for the rest of the hospitality and 
tourism industry to embrace and expand 
social media marketing opportunities.

Organisations also need to consider how 
they’re going leverage the opportunities social 
media offers. By only publishing, our research 
indicated that brands are limiting themselves 
to less than 9.5% of their potential audience 
reach on Instagram5.

From the research, tradeoff between ‘popular’ 
and ‘personal’ content was observed. Brands 
are finding success and creating meaningful 
relationships with consumers by tapping into 
resonant content and influencers. Those 
leveraging a mix of user-generated content 
and hyperlocal recommendations helped 
foster connections with more users than 
those who did not.

While great content is the key to being 
discovered by consumers, the ability to 
leverage alternative discovery tools, like 
hashtags and location tags, across social 
platforms are just as crucial.  

When it comes to driving brand awareness 
and engagement, travel and hospitality 
brands are also discovering the value of 
social advertising. Proven as an effective 
means of driving new business, successful 
advertisers understand the platforms they 
are advertising on are natively social. With 
social platforms being built upon community 
and conversation, social is not a ‘set and 
forget’ media channel, and brands need to 
be prepared to engage in conversations with 
potential customers.
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71% of consumers make 
purchasing decisions based 
upon what they discover on 
social media.

56% of users prefer to 
engage with businesses on 
social rather than by phone.

4.5x more Australians 
location tag a hotel, bar or 
restaurant than mention it 
when publishing content on 
Instagram.

65% of brands analysed are 
publishing content less than 
once a week.

35% of social media users 
prefer asking a business a 
question via social. 

An Australian hotel, bar or 
restaurant is location tagged or 
mentioned on Instagram every

28 seconds

?

Q

Social is driving bigger increases in online and retail traffic than any other online channel, with 
71% of consumers make purchasing decisions based on what they discover on social6.

The evolution of online purchasing to ‘Social commerce’ has been hyped before, but recent 
developments offer more ways to drive revenue from social. In North America, Pinterest’s 
transformation has made it an early leader, while in Asia-Pacific messaging apps like WeChat 
offer omni-channel experiences to their users.

Facebook, for example, recently improved the mobile shopping experience by allowing 
consumers to make purchases directly through the platform instead of being redirected to a 
brand’s website. 

Conversion and consumption
Consumers share their experiences in real time
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Platform developments alone aren’t driving 
conversion through social. As technology 
continues to blur the line between online 
and offline customer experience, brands 
are leveraging real-time engagement to 
drive business outcomes through enquiries, 
reservations, and leads.

Social has increased the scale of information 
available to organisations - in turn, raising 
the expectations to be on top of any reviews, 
content, or conversations that involve their 
brands in real time7.

More than half of all social media users are 
more likely to shop with businesses they can 
message directly. 56% would rather engage 
directly with brands via social media than 
call their helpline, and 35% prefer asking 
businesses questions through a social 
network8.

4.5 times more Australians location tag a 
venue than mention it on Instagram, yet 
only 4% of hotels, bars and restaurants are 
actually engaging with customers who are on 
their location tag. The opportunity to guide 
customers through their purchasing journey 
is being overlooked by a significant majority of 
the industry.
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Acquiring new customers is important, but 
brands also need to pay attention to retaining 
them. Engaging with and personalising 
experiences are central to building lasting 
relationships.

Throughout the peak 2016-17 tourism season 
in Australia, less than 45% of the industry was 
engaging with customers on their own social 
channels—with half of all hospitality brands 
on Instagram not engaging in conversations 
at all.

For those brands who are engaging, an 
immediate payoff is in perception. Brands 
that are engaging their customers every 24-48 
hours on Instagram are perceived 20% more 
positively than those who do not.

Organisations that actively engage customers 
on social drive customer retention 
through personalised experiences and the 
development of a human connection. People 
are also more likely to appreciate a hotel 
or restaurant that responds proactively or 
reactively to negative feedback.

“Technology helps facilitate person-to-person 
strategy. Social enables Flight Centre to 
maintain constant conversation, in real time—
offering competitive insight on the industry as 
a whole.”

Darren Wright, CMO, Flight Centre Australia

Only 4% of hotels, bars 
and restaurants are engaging 
with customers who tag their 
location on Instagram.

Half of all hotels, bars and 
restaurants are not engaging 
in conversations with their 
customers on social.

30% of social media users 
provide feedback about a 
business.

25% of Australian hotels, bars 
and restaurants on Instagram 
are not actively publishing or 
engaging with users on the 
platform.

Less than 45% of hotels, 
bars and restaurants are 
engaging with social media 
users.

1 2

Connection and retention
Building relationships that last
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5-Star Reviews

There is an expectation for organisations to be on top of any reviews, content or conversations 
that involve their brand. While their formats differ, an interesting relationship exists between 
TripAdvisor and Instagram. Hotels, bars and restaurants who are socially active are not only 
perceived 20% more positively, but those who publish content every 24-48 hours on social 
achieved a 5% uplift in ranking and reviews on TripAdvisor.
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Role of influencers in the social customer journey

Social media influencers such as bloggers, 
Instagrammers and YouTubers, are another 
fast growing customer acquisition tool for 
brands across the industry. With hospitality 
and tourism being amongst the first industries 
to leverage influencers heavily, we wanted 
to dive deeper into the role and impact of 
influencers.

While an influencer is technically anyone who 
wields that influence amongst an audience, 
no two influencers are the same - and neither 
are the actions they can drive from their 
audience. 

To do this, we segmented influencers into 
two categories: Micro Influencers—Instagram 
users with 1,000 - 10,000 followers; and 
Major Influencers—Instagram users with over 

10,000 followers. Micro influencers are the 
‘hometown heroes’ that tend to have more 
localised followings within their community or 
within a specific audience. Major influencers 
are those with significant and established 
profiles and audiences.

Supporting the general industry perception, 
there is a strong correlation between 
influencer activity as a whole on post 
volume and the total number of interactions 
which brands receive on Instagram9. The 
actions which micro and major influencer 
engagement deliver for hospitality and 
tourism organisations are considerably 
different. 

What does this correlation look like?

Sample: 894 major influencers engaged with 219 hotels, bars, and restaurants across Australia on Instagram, from 
1 November 2016 to 31 January 2017.
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Volume of users engaging with Hotel, Bar and Restaurant

Major influencers drive 61% 
of user activity for hotels, 
bars, and restaurants
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Sample: 4,978 micro influencers engaged with 262 hotels, bars and restaurants across Australia on Instagram, from  
1 November 2016 to 31 January 2017.
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Total post volume for Hotel, Bar and Restaurant

Micro Influencers drive 87% 
of post volume for hotels, 
bars and restaurants.

Major influencers drive the number of users 
posting about a hotel, bar or restaurant. On 
average, 60.62% of the change in the volume 
of user activity for a hospitality brand can be 
attributed to activity of major influencers. On 
the other hand, 87.5% of the change in the 
volume of posts per user related to a brand 
can be attributed to micro influencers. These 
findings imply a strength of major influencers 
to be in awareness, and for minor influencers 
in action.

While the strengths and success of 
influencers will depend on an organisation’s 
strategy, the real value of any influencer is in 
advocacy. For hospitality and tourism brands, 
a smaller but highly engaged follower count 
could be more powerful.

Increasingly, brands are also seeing the 
value in employee advocates. In some cases, 
employees collectively hold more power and 
reach than brands on social media channels.
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How large an audience could hotels, bars, and restaurants be reaching?
On average, Australian hotels, bars, and restaurants who publish content, and do not engage 
with their audience or influencers are limiting  themselves to less than 9.5% of their potential 
audience on Instagram.

Engaged Users 
<1K Followers

Micro Influencers 
1K-10K Followers

Major Influencers 
10K Followers

Owned Channels

Micro Influencers (4,978)  

12,830,903Owned  
Channels (279) 

436,303
Engaged Users (15,825) 

6,929,830

Major Influencers (894) 

47,667,552

Potential Audience

50,000,000

AccorHotels, whose portfolio ranges all 
the way from budget to luxury properties, 
increased their reach six-fold with such an 
approach. By enabling each hotel and their 
employees to develop a constant stream of 
content for their own social channels, they 
are proactively building relationships with 
customers before and after their stay.

Could the impact of employee advocates 
scale in a similar trend to micro influencers? 
72% of the general public trust social media 
content shared by friends and family, 
according to a global study by Edelman. 
With their opinions and perspectives being 
trusted more than those of CEOs, well-known 
online personalities, elected officials, and 
celebrities10, their impact on hospitality and 
tourism brands has the potential to be truly 
significant.
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Conclusion

Social media has vastly increased the scale of information 
available to be leveraged by organisations—in turn, raising the 
expectations for them to be actively engaging in the content and 
conversations relevant to them.
 
As consumer habits evolve and social commerce becomes a reality, social media is poised 
to become the most significant channel for hospitality and tourism brands to engage with 
customers, build long-term relationships, and ultimately drive the bottom line. Engaging 
customers in real-time, leveraging location data and actively encouraging staff to share 
updates on their own social media accounts are set to be the key differentiators the leaders 
and laggards in the digital first industry.

Customer experience is built throughout the customer journey, with social providing limitless 
touch-points for organisations to engage with customers.

To reap the rewards from social media at scale, organisations need to think digital-first, expand 
their social media teams and find creative ways to not just solve problems, but to ensure great 
customer experiences. Digital transformation requires more than using social media to listen 
and connect with customers. It also involves a broader shift in how organisations relate to and 
include employees in their social initiatives.
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Hootsuite is the most widely used platform 
for managing social media, loved by over 15+ 
million people around the globe and trusted 
by more than 800 of the Fortune 1000.  
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