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Abstract 

 

Technological developments such as social media have created challenges for DMOs  

(destination marketing organisations or destination management organisations). DMOs are 

trying to keep up with development of new social media platforms including Instagram. 

Academic literature shows that there is very little known about the usage of Instagram by 

DMOs. Research on this topic is still in its infancy. This thesis aims to find out how 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam, two cities in the Netherlands, are utilising Instagram by using 

affordances approaches of Kietzmann et al. and Spector. A qualitative case study, as well as a 

content analysis and interviews provide insight in DMOs usage of Instagram affordances, 

which is the purpose of this thesis. Findings show that both Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

mostly use similar ways in utilising the affordances by Kietzmann et al. and Spector. The 

honeycomb model by Kietzmann et al. shows that the affordances of Instagram mainly focus 

on sharing, identity and relationships. Instagram does in a very limited way focus on groups. 

Spector’s affordances show that collaboration, interaction and creativity are most important. 

Reflection, dialogue, organisation and inquiry are not important. 

 

Keywords: Social media, Instagram, affordances, content analysis, interviews, challenges, 

Leeuwarden, Amsterdam, Kietzmann, Spector. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Since the internet became big, DMOs (destination marketing organisations or destination 

management organisations) have been making use of its possibilities. Especially in recent 

years technological developments have been coming at fast pace, creating challenges for 

DMOs when it comes to adapting to new technologies. Technological developments created 

new opportunities. Social media has become an important part of today's world. DMOs have 

been trying to keep up with new social media platforms and many DMOs have used 

Facebook and Twitter in recent years as part of their marketing mix, even though the 

development of these platforms is still going on. Many DMOs are trying to find new ways to 

promote cities in order to attract tourists. City branding through social media just started to 

develop, especially when it comes to Instagram. Instagram has quickly become one of the 

main social media platforms in recent years. Also businesses start to discover this hugely 

successful platform and try to make use of it. Despite Instagram being one of the dominant 

social media channels at this point, research about Instagram and the usage of it by DMOs is 

in its infancy. Many DMOs have tried to start using Instagram to show the world about their 

city. Still, many cities are not using Instagram at all for city branding. There is a remarkable 

research gap in the academic literature regarding the knowledge about DMOs usage of 

Instagram. Looking at the top 25 largest cities in the Netherlands, 13 DMOs make use of 

Instagram, whereas 12 are not doing it (yet). This thesis tries to contribute to the academic 

field of media and communication studies by looking at how DMOs make use of Instagram. 

  Since research about the DMOs and the usage of Instagram is in its infancy, 

affordances concepts by Kietzmann et al. and Spector can be used to discover how DMOs are 

making use of affordances of Instagram. This study focuses on two cities in the Netherlands: 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam. These are two different cities in many ways: Amsterdam is a 

very famous tourist hotspot and internationally very known. In contrast to this: Leeuwarden is 

not very known outside the Netherlands. For Dutch standards Amsterdam is a big city with 

over 840.000 inhabitants in a dense populated area of the country whereas Leeuwarden is an 

example of a mid-sized rural province town of 108.000 inhabitants. The affordances 

approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector will be used to get insights on how DMOs of 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam make use of Instagram for city branding.  
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1.1 Research purpose 

This thesis has several purposes. First of all the aim is to find out what the Instagram 

affordances are for DMOs. Academic research on this topic does not exist. Therefore it is of 

interest to find out more about this. Secondly this thesis aims to find out how DMOs are 

utilising the affordances of Instagram. This is interesting for the academic discipline of media 

and communication studies because it contributes to knowledge, since there is a gap in the 

academic literature on this topic. Earlier research about DMOs usage of social media focused 

primarily focused on Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn and Foursquare, not on Instagram. The 

third and final purpose of this thesis is to find out if there are any differences and similarities  

between the usage Instagram affordances for DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam. This is 

of interest because it gives a broader perspective on the usage of affordances and contributes 

to the knowledge of the academic field. At the same time, the outcomes of this research are of 

interest for DMOs itself but this is not the main purpose. 

 

1.2 Research questions 

This thesis will give an adequate answer to the following research questions:  

 

RQ1: What are the affordances of Instagram for DMOs?  

RQ2: How do DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam make use of the affordances of 

Instagram? 

RQ3: What are the differences and similarities in usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs 

of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam?  

 

1.3 Research limitations 

This thesis uses Leeuwarden and Amsterdam as a case. Because of the scope of this research 

it was decided not to use more cities for this research. However, if the research scope would 

have been bigger more cities could have been compared giving a broader insight in the usage 

of Instagram affordances by DMOs. Therefore the outcomes of this thesis cannot be 

generalised for all cities. Furthermore, it has been decided to use three methods: a case study 

(as overarching or umbrella method), a content analysis and interviews. If the scope of this 

research would have been bigger perhaps also a quantitative approach could have been used 

or more qualitative methods could have been utilised. Lastly, this thesis focuses on 

affordances approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector. Both approaches highlight certain 

affordances. Because affordances are influenced by interests of social and cultural 
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background, this might have influenced the theories of Kietzmann et al. and Spector. Since 

this research is limited to two approaches, it might not cover all affordances. However, it 

highlights main affordances by Kietzmann et al. and Spector. Additionally, also influences of 

own interests, social and cultural background might have impact on own interpretation of the 

affordances approaches. However, the aim is to be as objective as possible. 

 

1.4 Thesis outline 

The first chapter starts with introductory information about this thesis. It contains the 

research purpose, research questions and research limitations.  

  The second chapter of this thesis contains background information. In this part 

marketing, digital marketing, DMOs and DMOs and digital media platforms will be 

explained.  

  In the third chapter the literature review of previous research will be outlined. This 

chapter includes sections about difficulties for DMOs in general, technological changes and 

challenges, difficulties of adapting to changes, difficulties because of less power for 

marketers and more for social media users, difficulties for creating strategies, lacking 

competitive advantage, gaps in the literature and gaps in literature regarding Instagram and 

DMOs. Finally this chapter ends with an analysis of the current state of organisations’ 

understanding of social media. 

  Chapter four contains the theoretical framework of this thesis. This chapter starts with 

affordances in general and continues with sections including different affordances approaches 

and technology affordances and approaches connected to that. The chosen affordances 

approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector are extensively described.  

  The fifth chapter describes the methods and methodologies used for this thesis: study 

of cases, a content analysis and semi-structured in-depth interviews.  

  The sixth chapter contains the analysis, which includes an analysis of content and 

interviews, connected to the approaches of Kietzmann et al. and Spector. Findings are 

presented as well. 

  The final chapter, chapter seven, contains concluding remarks. This chapter gives 

adequate answer to the research questions and talks about future research possibilities. 
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2. Background 

 

This chapter highlights main background information needed in order to get a good 

understanding of this research. The following parts contain information about marketing, 

digital marketing, DMOs and DMOs in relation to digital media platforms such as Instagram. 

 

2.1 Marketing 

 

Marketing in general 

A lot has been written about marketing by many scholars. Middleton, Fyall and Morgan 

describe marketing as “the activity, set of institutions and processes for creating, 

communicating, delivering and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, 

partners and society at large.” (Middelton, Fyall and Morgan 2009, 21). Marketing is 

extremely important for many organisations and good marketing has become increasingly 

vital for success. In the 21st century more than ever organisations, whether they are nonprofit 

or profit, governmental, multi-nationals, small or big, are trying to win attention of their 

customers and stakeholders (Ibid., ix). However, what good marketing entails is constantly 

evolving and changing. Good marketing is not an accident but a result of careful planning and 

execution using state-of-art tools and techniques (Kotler and Keller 2009, 3). “The aim of 

marketing is to know and understand the customer so well that the product or service fits him 

and sells itself.” (Ibid., 5). Marketers play the main role in marketing, which is also the case 

for city marketing. A marketer is described as “someone who seeks a response —attention, a 

purchase, a vote, a donation— from another party, called the prospect (Ibid., 5). CEOs 

recognize the role of marketing in building strong brands and a loyal customer base, 

intangible assets that contribute heavily to the value of a firm. However, making the right 

marketing decisions is not always easy (Ibid., 3). 

 

Marketing communications to create brands 

Creating brand equity (also known as ‘brand value’) can be seen as one of the main aspects of 

marketing (Nguyen and Wang 2011, 28). In order to develop brand equity for organisations, 

marketing activities, product and distribution strategies are of importance. Marketing 

communications play an important role in creating brands (brands and branding will be 

explained in the following section). This is also the case for destination branding. Marketing 
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communications represent the voice of the company and its brands. They are the means by 

which a firm can establish a dialogue and build relationships with consumers (Kotler and 

Keller 2012, 476). According to Keller et al. the main marketing communication efforts by 

organisations and firms include informing, persuading and reminding consumers. This can be 

directly or indirectly related to the brand they sell (Keller et al. 2008, in Nguyen and Wang 

2011, 29). The word consumer has different meanings such as a person who acquires goods 

and services or a person or thing that consumes (for example news or something else). Rising 

awareness of a brand is one of the main aims of marketing communications. Marketing 

departments for city branding are trying to make use of this technique. Furthermore, 

marketers need to mix and match marketing communication options to create brand equity. 

Options vary from media advertising to direct response advertising, online advertising to 

place advertising, point-of-sale advertising to trade promotions, consumer promotions to 

event marketing and sponsorship to publicity, public relations and personal selling. Each of 

these categories has its own communication options/activities (Ibid., 29). The marketing 

communications mix as described by Kotler and Keller consists of eight modes of 

communication that contribute to brand equity and increase of sales: advertising, sales 

promotion, events and experience, public relations and publicity, direct marketing, interactive 

marketing, word-of-mouth marketing and personal selling (Kotler and Keller 2012, 478). 

Each of these modes uses, to a certain extent, the earlier mentioned efforts: informing, 

persuading and reminding. Some organisations may use many modes in their marketing 

communications mix whereas others might stick to a few. The marketing communication mix 

is different for each company, depending on their media and channel choices. The mix can be 

seen as a tool with unique characteristics and costs. Choosing the most relevant and efficient 

ones is important. Furthermore, several factors have to be considered in developing a 

marketing communications mix: the type of product market, consumer readiness to make a 

purchase and the stage in the product life cycle (Ibid., 492). 

 

Branding and brands 

The words ‘branding’ and ‘brand’ have been mentioned in the previous section. According to 

Kotler and Keller, branding means “endowing products and services with the power of a 

brand. It’s all about creating differences between products.” (Kotler and Keller 2008, 275). 

This can be seen when looking at how different city branding activities, where city marketing 

departments try to emphasize unique aspects of cities. Kotler and Keller also explain the 

importance of teaching consumers “who” the product is, by giving it a name and other brand 



10 
 

elements to identify it, as well as what the product does and why consumers should care. 

Convincing consumers about the differences among products in the product or service 

category is important. Here benefits and attributes of products need to be emphasized. A 

brand is described by Kotler and Keller as “a name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a 

combination of them, intended to identify the goods or services of one seller or group of 

sellers and to differentiate them from those of competitors.” Differences can be functional, 

rational or tangible, related to product performance of the brand. They can also be symbolic, 

emotional and intangible, related to what the brand represents or means in a more abstract 

sense (Ibid., 241-243). Marketing (communication) and branding are related to each other. 

With branding “consumers may evaluate the identical product differently depending on how 

it is branded. They learn about brands through past experiences with the product and its 

marketing program, find out which brands satisfy their needs and which do not.” (Ibid., 242). 

“Although firms provide the impetus to brand creation through marketing programs and other 

activities, ultimately a brand resides in the minds of consumers.” Kotler and Keller explain 

that branding can be applied to basically all the situations where a customer has a choice: a 

physical good, a service, a store, a person, a place, an organisation or an idea are possible 

things that could be branded (Kotler and Keller 2009, 243). 

 

Destination branding 

The term ‘destination’ is widely used in the tourism industry. It refers to geographic locations 

divided in for example country, province/state, region or city/county which can be considered 

as a tourism destination that wants to attract visitors (World Tourism Organization and 

European Travel Commission, 2010). Furthermore, destinations are considered as ‘away-

from-home’ places “where people travel to enjoy the products and services, such as 

accommodation, attractions, events and other tourist facilities, that provide different 

experiences for them to enjoy.” (Ali and Frew 2013, 56). Destination branding, as described 

by Morrison and Anderson, means that DMOs and its stakeholders together develop and 

communicate an identity and personality for their target destination that are different from 

those of all competing destinations (Morrison and Anderson 2002, 17). This relates back to 

the description of branding and brands in the earlier section. Some experts refer to a place’s 

destination brand as its ‘competitive identity’ (Morrison 2013a, 289). Communicating an 

authentic branded image accurately to potential target visitors is part of building a successful 

brand. If visitors discover that branding is not accurate they will never return. Besides that, 

branding needs to be understandable, memorable and usable (Kolb 2006, 222). “Destination 
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branding is about how to make people to have the essence of your destination consistently 

through brand language and audio-visuals, and to protect it through management of the 

customer’s experience.” (World Tourism Organization and European Travel Commission, 

2010). Keller, Aperi and Georgson explain that “places, like physical product and people, can 

be branded and increased mobility of both people and businesses as well as tourism growth 

has contributed to the need of place marketing.” Making people aware of the location with 

favourable image and then linking desirable associations to it are a result of place branding 

(Keller, Aperi and Georgson 2008, in Nguyen and Wang 2011, 30). This comes back to the 

idea of marketing communication, where informing, persuading, reminding are main aspects. 

There are several differences and similarities between branding places and products which 

are named by Frost (Frost 2004, 40). He refers to other authors’ opinions such as Supphelen 

who argued that, in principle, product and place branding are similar. According to 

Supphelen it is “all about identifying, developing and communicating the favourable parts of 

the identity to some specified target groups, but the analysis of identity and of target group 

perceptions, brand building activities are much more complicated for places than for 

products.” (Frost 2004, 40).  

 

2.2 Digital marketing  

Traditional advertising focuses on commercials on for example TV and radio, billboards, 

brochures, posters and printed ads in newspapers or magazines. These activities are 

performed offline, have a one-way communication character and are targeted on customers. 

According to Borges, before Web 2.0 “the Internet functioned solely in one direction– a 

‘read-only’ format. Published information was static and interaction with other Internet users 

and/or publishers was basically non-existent.” (Borges 2009, in Hays, Page and Buhalis 2012, 

212). A shift towards new opportunities afforded by online media opened opportunities for 

digital media (Sigala, Christou and Gretzel 2012, 87). Digital marketing uses technological 

advances like websites and social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter and 

YouTube and makes use of digital devices. This is also the case for city branding marketing 

departments. Morrison describes digital marketing for destination communications and 

promotions as “the use of digital-format information and communication technologies to 

liaise with various audiences, to provide destination information and to promote the 

destination.” (Morrison 2013a, 321). 
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Consumers become prosumers  

Digital technologies are changing the way organisations do their marketing activities. Part of 

digital marketing are Web 2.0 technologies. Web 2.0 focuses on a more conversational space 

where messages about brands are not only designed and promoted by marketers but 

increasingly also initiated and published by consumers. In this changing environment 

“marketers are conversation managers in a bigger social network that communicates 

continuously through various media avenues as well as directly with one another.” (Morrison 

2013a, 88). Yoo and Gretzel name the functions of Web 2.0 and digital marketing for 

organisations and came up with several categories. Traditional customer relations focus on 

for example one-way communication, offline customer service, limited customer data and 

delayed response, while Web 2.0 marketing opens opportunities for feedback from customer, 

online customer service, customer identification with data mining and real-time 

communication (Yoo and Gretzel 2010, in Sigala, Christou and Gretzel 2012, 89). Consumers 

have become ‘prosumers’, meaning that they not only consume but also produce information, 

pictures, videos and other content. Volo gives an example of this where “common citizen that 

becomes tourist/traveller for a period of time then becomes non-professional/professional 

travel bloggers and travel journalists who are no longer mere information seekers but co-

creators of information, generating opportunities for them to conveniently share content.” 

(Volo 2010, in Oliveira and Paynik 2014, 54). Hays et al. explain that “Social media has 

transformed the customers from passive receivers of company’s messages to active creators 

that easily contribute their creations to the internet (Hays et al. 2013, in Alizadeh and Mat Isa 

2015, 176). Social media websites are a good place to facilitate consumer-generated content 

(CGC), and are used a lot by online traveller's. Buhalis explains that “the line of 

communication is no longer limited to producer-to-consumer, but can be consumer-to-

consumer, and consumer-to-producer, as well as many-to-one, one-to-many, one-to-one, or 

many-to-many.” (Buhalis 2003, in Hays, Page and Buhalis 2012, 211). Tuten adds to this that 

marketers are able to make use of social media to try to stimulate conversation, encourage 

interaction and engages in ways what traditional marketing did not offer (Tuten 2008, in 

Hays, Page and Buhalis 2012, 213). 

 

Engagement and collaborating 

Looking at digital marketing and social media marketing, Mangold and Faulds (2009) 

mention the importance of developing methods for strategically shaping conversations 

(Morrison 2013a, 88). Methods like this need to acknowledge the realities of the new 
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conversation space, while meeting the needs of marketers. Letting go traditional beliefs of 

what marketing is, is necessary (Morrison 2013a, 88). Gretzel and Yoo also name the 

important premises of social media marketing as involving relationship building, focusing on 

return on engagement, achieving reach through relevance, and carefully establishing and 

managing reputation (Gretzel and Yoo 2013, in Gretzel 2015, 11). According to Kaplan and 

Haenlein (2010), it is important to acknowledge that social media marketing is particularly 

about participation, sharing and collaboration. This can be put into contrast with 

straightforward advertising of push and pull marketing and propose that Web 2.0 marketing 

means pulling consumers to the brand by utilizing Web 2.0 technologies, including blogging 

and fan pages (Sigala, Christou and Gretzel 2012, 88). Vargo and Lusch add to this that 

“marketing in this new paradigm should consider consumers as partners who collaborate and 

co-create value together with marketers by exchanging resources and information.” (Vargo 

and Lusch 2004, in Sigala, Christou and Gretzel 2012, 88). City branding marketing 

departments also have to face this development. According to Stewart and Pavlou, the degree 

of interactivity depends on several aspects, and for understanding them, it is necessary to 

know their contingency, context and structure, goals, sequences of actions and reactions, and 

the characteristics of the respective medium (Stewart and Pavlou 2002, in Peters, Chen, 

Kaplan, Ognibeni and Pauwels 2013, 283). 

 

2.3 DMOs 

 

DMOs in general 

DMOs (destination management organisations or destination marketing organisations) have, 

according to Kotler and Keller, existed for at least 100 years. Management of destinations is 

done by a wide variety of DMOs ranging from national to city-level organisations in different 

geographic levels: country, province/state, region or city/county (Kotler and Keller 2009, 24).  

Data from Google Scholar showed that the first topics about destination management and 

destination marketing appeared in the tourism literature in the 1980s, received much more 

attention in the 1990s and became ‘mainstream’ between 2000 to 2009 (Morrison 2013b, 1). 

DMOs are described by The World Tourism Organization (2004) as “organisations that are in 

charge of marketing and/or management of destinations.” (Presenza, Sheehan and Ritchie 

2005, 3). Most DMOs are non-profit entities and are mostly defined and authorized by 

government entities. 
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Responsibilities of DMOs 

DMOs have many responsibilities such as coordinating and integrating the destination mix 

elements and destination marketing. Destination mix and destination product are similar 

concepts. Each destination has four destination product components: physical products 

(attractions, facilities, transportation and infrastructure), people (locals and hosts), packages 

(assembled by travel agencies, tour operators and others, and combine many elements of the 

total travel experience) and programs (events, festivals, and activities are arranged or 

programmed for tourists) (Morrison 2013b, 3). According to Ashworth and Kavaratzis, “the 

development and management of the destination brand is described as a process dependent on 

the effectiveness of brand leadership by the DMO.” (Ashworth and Kavaratzis 2010, 45). 

This process begins with creating a vision and strategy for the brand. “The brand, first of all, 

needs to be built internally from the top by embedding its values to the internal culture of the 

organisation (Internal Brand Identity). The brand ‘rolls out’ to partner organisations, 

attempting to build strong alliances and partnerships based on compatibility (External Brand 

Identity). Afterwards, the brand is communicated and the brand experience delivered 

(Consistent Brand Communications), with the DMO ensuring effective communication with 

all stakeholders (Multiple Stakeholders) (Ibid., 45). 

 

Roles for DMOs 

Morrison names several roles which are important for DMOs (Morrison 2013b, 5) such as 

leadership and coordination, planning and research, developing products, marketing and 

promotion (which is the focus of this thesis), partnership and team-building and community 

relations. 

 

Challenges for DMOs in destination branding 

Despite having important roles to fulfil, which were mentioned in the earlier section, DMOs 

are facing challenges. Papadopoulos described the most important challenges of place 

branding, which are “a lack of unity of purpose, difficulty in creating actionable and 

measurable objectives, lack of authority over inputs and control over outputs, lack of 

marketing practical ability as well as restricted flexibility.” (Virimai and Wilfred 2013, 

8250). Frost names several reasons why place branding is challenging: (1) place marketing 

has to deal with many stakeholders, which often have different interests; (2) it is difficult to 

measure effectiveness of place marketing; and (3) marketers have less control over place 

brands because of country marketing campaigns, because of what people learn at school and 
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from media sources, including newspapers, books, TV and movies, from purchases and from 

trips abroad or from contact with citizens or former residents (Frost 2004, 40). Especially the 

points of having less control over place brands and contact with citizens can be linked to the 

concept of user-generated/consumer generated content or produsage which was described 

earlier. Nowadays everyone can visit places and make pictures, videos and text content about 

this place. Social media users could share their experiences on social media, which is a 

challenge for DMOs. This promotion can have both a positive and negative effect on DMOs 

activities and on cities. 

 

2.4 DMOs and digital media platforms 

 

DMOs and new media 

As Morrison describes “many DMOs now have departments and units that look after their 

websites, social network site maintenance and communications and other digital marketing 

efforts.” This shows clearly that ‘new media’ have become increasingly important for DMOs 

(Morrison 2013a, 339).  

 

Social media development for DMOs 

DMOs are working with all forms of information and communication technologies (ICTs) 

that use digital formats. There are many digital marketing techniques. Besides websites, 

email, traveller review sites, blogging, mobile phones, online advertising and other ICTs, 

there are social network sites that play an important role, as Morrison explained. The most 

popular examples are Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Flickr. Morrison does not name 

Instagram in this section. However, Instagram is one of the dominant social media platforms 

nowadays (Latiff and Safiee 2015, 14). This also shows how fast the digital media landscape 

develops. Morrison also claims that in recent years there has been a greater emphasis on 

digital marketing and lesser use of traditional marketing components, which were described 

earlier in this thesis (Morrison 2013a, 339). 

 

Social media possibilities for DMOs 

Social media provides great possibilities of online venues for DMOs to distribute information 

and communicate with others. According to Popesku DMOs most important activities to 

engage in social media are (Popesku 2014, 717): 
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- Creating and maintaining communities of interests. DMOs goal is to build 

communities that have an interest in their specific destination; 

- Collecting user-generated content from blog posts, comments, videos and 

photographs of destination trips; 

- Showing visual materials such as photographs and videos, specifically on channels 

that are designed for it: Instagram, YouTube, Vimeo, Pinterest, Flickr, etc; 

- Creating and spreading news stories, specifically on social media channels where 

people have indicated to have an interest in a destination; 

- Highlighting and promoting current and upcoming events and campaigns on social 

media channels because many people are constantly checking them;  

- Stimulate word-of-mouth recommendations because they might influence others to 

visit the destination as well; 

- Getting feedback from pools and research surveys on social media networks. 

Ge, Gretzel and Clarke add to this that “connecting with consumers is especially important 

for DMOs, and social media provide an ideal platform for them to achieve this (Ge, Gretzel 

and Clarke 2013, 165). 

 

Changes for DMOs in social media networks 

During the last years quite a few things have changed when it comes to the ways in which 

communication takes place, both for travellers and DMOs. According to Popesku “generally, 

travellers place a high degree of trust in their social media networks.” (Popesku 2014, 717). 

Information is collected and synthesized from other travellers. Besides the traditional market-

generated materials (such as websites and through DMOs), travellers gain knowledge about 

travel destinations through social interaction. As described earlier, this could be linked to the 

concept of user-generated/consumer generated content or produsage (Ibid., 717). 

 

Difficulties for DMOs using social media  

In order to stimulate tourism destination marketing, it is important to have clear 

understanding of why and how social media functions. However, as Popesku mentions, there 

is an remarkable gap in the existing literature in research that examines the use of social 

media by tourism DMOs (Popesku 2014, 718). This is one of the main reasons for conducting 

this thesis research. Besides Morrison (as described earlier) also Popesku emphasizes that 

there has been done little research about “how tourism entities are evolving with the internet 

and using social media to market destinations and engage with potential consumers.” (Ibid., 
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718). Furthermore, Popesku explains that there is a lack of understanding of social media 

platforms and the use of it in relation to tourism (Ibid., 718). Morrison also mentions that “the 

use of social networks is increasing in importance among DMOs but that it can be said that 

DMOs are still trying to find out how to use these channels most effectively.” (Morrison 

2013a, 385). I will go more in-depth about this issue later on in this thesis. This thesis aims to 

find out how organisations make use of Instagram in particular. 

  

Technological challenges for DMOs 

According to Sigala, Christou and Gretzel, new technologies create new challenges for 

“existing marketing paradigms.” They continue by saying that “innovative approaches are 

needed to take advantage of marketing opportunities provided through technological 

capabilities and to address changes in consumer behaviours and expectations due to the 

technological shift.” (Sigala, Christou and Gretzel 2012, 87). As mentioned earlier, broad 

adoption of Web 2.0 technologies by both consumers and organisations has resulted in a 

technology driven shift (Ibid., 87). Looking at DMOs and digital media platforms, a study in 

2010 shows that few national DMOs in Europe have fully utilised the interactive power of 

Web 2.0 for building strong customer and network relationships, for engaging with and 

energising online communities. According Hamill, Stevenson and Attard, this is a conclusion 

to be worried about because of the revolutionary impact of Web 2.0 and social media on 

global travel, tourism and hospitality industry (Hamill, Stevenson and Attard 2009, in Sigala, 

Christou and Gretzel 2012, 99). However, this thesis does not aim to find out how 

organisations should utilise social media and Instagram in specific. Instead, it looks at what 

the affordances are for DMOs, how DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam make use of the 

affordances of Instagram and which differences and similarities there are between DMOs of 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam in Instagram usage. 
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3. Previous research 

 

This chapter contains the literature review of previous researches. The following sections 

describe difficulties for DMOs in general, technological changes and challenges for DMOs, 

difficulties about adapting to changes, less power for marketers and more power for social 

media users, difficulties about creating strategies, lacking competitive advantage, gaps in the 

academic literature, the lack of academic literature about Instagram and DMOs and an 

analysis of the current state of organisations’ knowledge of social media. 

  Many academic articles show that DMOs are important in order to stimulate tourism 

for destinations. However, traditional roles for DMOs are changing because of development 

of digital technologies, including social media. When it comes to social media usage by 

DMOs there is still a lot to learn. Not much is known about the usage of social media by 

DMOs in general. More specifically there is no literature to be found about how DMOs are 

using Instagram for city branding. Research on this topic is still in its early stages, which is 

remarkable, since Instagram has been growing fast and has become one of the mainstream 

social media platforms. Many DMOs are not using clear strategies or not in the right manner. 

Fitch describes the situation as the ‘Wild West’ (Fitch 2009, 5). KPMG describes the 

situation as trial and error. In this chapter these topics will be highlighted based on literature 

(KPMG 2011, in DiStaso and Bortree 2014, 4). Looking at the literature by for example 

Popesku and Morrison about DMOs and the usage of social media, it can be noticed that 

many articles and books are written about the different challenges and difficulties that DMOs 

face nowadays. Challenges and difficulties can be found on different aspects or levels, as 

described later on. However, since this research focuses on digital media, the focus here is on 

technological challenges with a specific focus on social media. 

 

3.1 Difficulties for DMOs in general 

Several reasons can be named why DMOs are facing difficulties and challenges nowadays. 

Hays, Page and Buhalis (2013), as well as Popesku (2014), explain that losing parts of 

fundings, offices and the ability to market as widely as they previously did resulted in DMOs 

turning to social media, since it is a low-cost solution which enables them with global reach 

(Popesku 2014, 718; Hays, Page and Buhalis 2013, 213). Furthermore Popesku claims that 

marketing through social media seems to be most relevant to the way in which tourism is 

utilising social media (Popesku 2014, 718; Alizadeh and Mat Isa 2015, 180). 
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3.2 Technological changes and challenges  

Many scholars have claimed that the adoption of technological developments, including 

social media practices, has been a challenge for many DMOs. Technological changes over 

the last years have been coming in fast pace. Buhalis and Law describe how “paradigm 

shifting tools, services and phenomena, such as the Internet, the World Wide Web, Web 2.0 

and social media, have reshaped the way tourism-related information is distributed, reaches 

travellers and influences how travellers plan their trips.” (Buhalis and Law 2008, 610). By 

2006 Gretzel et al. mentioned future challenges for DMOs, including adapting to 

technological change (Gretzel et al. 2006, 118). Hays, Page and Buhalis explain: “DMOs 

have had websites and purchased online advertising for many years but the Internet evolved 

with the arrival of Web 2.0 and the rise of social media.” (Hays, Page and Buhalis 2013, 

213). 

 

3.3 Difficulties: Adapting to changes 

DMOs have had to adapt to this new scenario and adjust to this ever-evolving and constantly 

changing reality (Roque and Raposo 2016, 58). It is important to mention that social media is 

still in its inception because of its constant evolution with the up-to-minute development of 

internet and information technologies (Nguyen and Wang 2011, 2). However, adapting to 

these changes has been a challenge for many DMOs (Yuan, Gretzel and Fesenmaier 2003, 

242). Catching up on technological developments and online marketing trends, such as social 

media marketing, has been a struggle for many DMOs. DMOs have been discussed and 

criticized for their inability to catch up on this (Yang and Wang 2015, 170). This struggle of 

using technological development comes back in many articles. 

 

3.4 Difficulties: Less power for marketers, more for social media users 

Digital technologies such as social media are more and more used by travellers and tourists of 

all ages in order to explore, interact, plan, book and ultimately share travel experiences. The 

shift towards traveller empowerment demands new strategies in destination branding 

initiatives, which is of great importance for DMOs (Oliveira and Paynik 2014, 54). Thevenot 

also shows that because of increasing popularity of social media, the power of marketers and 

institutions decline, since they have less ultimate control over image of a destination or 

product. Because of this, social media users gain power as the authority (Thevenot 2007, in 

Hays, Page and Buhalis 2012, 212). Social media has transformed the customers from passive 

receivers of company’s messages to active creators that easily contribute their creations to the 
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internet (Alizadeh and Mat Isa 2015, 2), also known as ‘prosumers’, as described earlier. As a 

result, as social media amplifies the power of users by empowering them, Alizadeh and Mat 

Isa also conclude that the authority of marketers and institutions falls (Ibid., 2). Oliveira and 

Panyik describe that “content generated by tourists, travellers, professional travel bloggers 

and travel journalists who post, comment and share information on social media channels is 

arguably the greatest digital challenge of destination branding today.” They also explain that 

content generated by tourists or travellers is likely to create brand value, if integrated into the 

destination brand strategy. However, theoretical awareness and empirical research on the role 

of social media content in shaping destination brands is lacking (Oliveira and Paynik 2014, 

53). According to Creevey and Mehta “a world whereby consumers are turning to peer 

reviews and the persuasive power of corporate marketing initiatives continue to decline, 

DMOs have now been charged with the task of building and maintaining an online 

community of brand advocates who will endeavour to bolster the destination’s image in 

online forums (Creevey and Mehta 2015, 3). While some are still getting to grips with social 

media, it remains a pivotal platform for self-promotion, community engagement, and market 

analysis, and will continue to be long into the future.” (Ibid., 2). 

 

3.5 Difficulties: Creating strategies, trial and error 

It is clear from several articles that DMOs are having difficulties with creating effective 

marketing and communication strategies for social media, which is also the case for 

destination branding on social media. DMOs struggle with selection of social media channels 

and communication management (Yang and Wang 2015, 170). According to Fitch, back in 

2009, one practitioner said that “the internet is the Wild West, right, anything goes. There are 

no rules.” (Fitch 2009, 5). This short description makes the situation quite clear. It shows how 

social media use and practices are unregulated and largely unmanaged (Macnamara and 

Zerfass 2012, 289). Another practitioner added to that: “We’re really writing the rule book as 

it is. There are no rule books, no textbooks to learn from.” (Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 

289). In 2011 international consultancy firm KPMG concluded, in a research about the use of 

social media in businesses, that “the bottom line is that it’s just new for everybody … there 

are no rules, there’s a lot of trial and error, there’s a lot of testing, a lot of learning, and then 

applying it.” (DiStaso and Bortree 2014, 4). 
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3.6 Lacking competitive advantage 

Schegg et al., Stankov et al. and Wang et al. explain that a limited number of tourism 

organisations are starting to study social media and develop strategies which can be used in 

their advantage (Schegg et al. 2008, Stankov et al. 2010 and Wang et al. 2002, in Hays, Page 

and Buhalis 2012, 3). They claim this based on current campaigns and initiatives. More 

important, they claim that “tourism organisations that do not adopt social media will lack a 

competitive advantage.” Furthermore, they state that what could be more harmful than not 

understanding or adopting social media practices is using it in a poor manner.” (Ibid., 3). 

 

3.7 Gaps in academic literature 

The situation as described by KPMG, once again, shows that there are remarkable gaps in 

academic literature on knowledge of how organisations are making use of social media. It 

shows that there is a lack in understanding of “how these important new channels of 

communication can and should be utilised in the context of public relations and corporate 

communication.” (KPMG 2011, in Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 289). Hays, Page and 

Buhalis have similar findings. They mention that several researchers highlighted that there 

are gaps in existing literature regarding specifically the use of social media by tourism 

DMOs. “Little research has been conducted to examine how tourism entities are evolving 

with the internet and employing social media in a bid to market and promote tourism 

destinations and to engage with current and potential customers.” (Hays, Page and Buhalis 

2012, 5). This is exactly the reason for writing this thesis. This thesis aims to contribute to the 

academic knowledge in media and communication studies by analysing DMOs and their 

usage of Instagram by using affordances perspectives of Kietzmann et al. and Spector, as 

described later on in the methods and methodologies chapter. Although the study of social 

media in tourism context is a growing area of interest among researchers, there are few 

researches in the specific field of use of social media, and in particular Instagram, by tourism 

organisations. Thus, there exists little understanding of the social media strategies that 

tourism organisations are deploying and the efficacy of those strategies (Alizadeh and Mat 

Isa 2015, 176). According to Nguyen and Wang “debate continues about the best strategies of 

leveraging online marketing and social media for the management of DMOs.” They also 

claim that “not much research in the academic environment has been conducted in relation to 

the practical demonstration of online marketing and social media in tourism studies in 

general, and the destination marketing management in particular.” (Nguyen and Wang 2011, 

2). Mangold and Faulds also mention that there is very little guidance for incorporating social 
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media into IMC (integrated marketing communications) strategies for marketers to be found 

in academic literature. “This is one of the main reasons why managers lack a full appreciation 

for social media’s role in the company’s promotional efforts.” (Mangold and Faulds 2009, 

357). Hays, Page and Buhalis emphasize that a clear understanding of why and how social 

media function is vital to marketing of tourism destinations. They also claim that “one 

sizeable gap in existing literature is research examining the use of social media by tourism 

DMOs.” (Hays, Page and Buhalis 2012, 213). According to Creevey and Mehta (2005) 

“academic research in social media remains in its infancy, with the current fleet of platforms 

in a constant state of change and mutation (Creevey and Mehta 2015, 2). However, this is a 

remarkable conclusion, since social media, and specifically Instagram, have become 

dominant platforms nowadays. This thesis tries to make the knowledge gap smaller by 

looking at how DMOs are making use of Instagram, by using the earlier mentioned 

affordances approaches. 

 

3.8 Gaps in academic knowledge about Instagram usage by DMOs 

It is important to mention that recent adoption numbers of DMOs using Instagram for 

marketing purposes are not to be found in the academic literature. Looking at the 25 largest 

cities in the Netherlands, a self-made analysis (see chapter 5, table 3) shows that 13 DMOs 

have an Instagram account as of July 2016, whereas 12 are not present on Instagram. This 

number shows that many cities are still not using Instagram. It is important to mention here 

that not all 25 largest cities in the Netherlands are typical tourist destinations. Even though 

quite a few articles write about DMOs having challenges with social media in general, it is 

noteworthy that there is hardly any literature to be found about DMOs and the usage of 

Instagram. This is remarkable because Instagram recently has become one of the main social 

media platforms and it is gaining popularity at this point. It is clear that this is a remarkable 

gap in the academic literature and that research on this specific topic is still in its infancy. 

 

3.9 Current state of organisations’ understanding of social media 

A lot has been said about organisations not understanding the usage of social media or having 

difficulties with using it the right way. Not much academic material is available about DMOs 

Instagram usage in special. However, looking at PR (public relations) and corporate 

communication organisations in general, there is more information available. PR and 

corporate communication in this case come closest to a DMO since DMOs are also making 

use of PR and corporate communication in their daily activities for city branding. PR and 
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communication are very related to each other. In that sense it is connected to each other. The 

information in this case is therefore, to a certain extent, applicable to DMOs. The following 

information is relevant for the discipline of communication and media studies since it focuses 

on DMOs and their understanding and usage of social media. The lack of information about 

DMOs and the usage of Instagram once again shows that there is a gap in academic literature 

and that there is a need for further research on this topic. 

  Macnamara and Zerfass describe in their article ‘Social Media Communication in 

Organizations: The Challenges of Balancing Openness, Strategy, and Management’ of 2012 

that 75% of the PR and corporate communication practitioners in Australasia and 68% of the 

European practitioners think they have advanced or intermediate knowledge of social media 

usage. In contrast, just 25% of the Australasian and 32% of the European practitioners claim 

to have novice, beginner or not knowing anything level of knowledge about social media (see 

table 1). This shows that most PR and corporate communication organisations think that they 

have a fairly high understanding of social media usage (Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 297). 

 

Knowledge About Social Media Among PR and Corporate Communication 

Practitioners (Australasia: n = 221; Europe: n = 596)   

Social media knowledge Australasia Europe 

Advanced/high 33% 23% 

Intermediate/medium 42% 45% 

Low/novice/or leave it to others 25% 32% 

TOTAL 100% 100% 

Table 1    Social media knowledge among PR and corporate communication practitioners 
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Social Media Governance in Organisations (Australasia: n = 221; Europe: n = 596)   

Activity Australasia Europe 

Broad social media strategy/policy   20% 23% 

Specific social media guidelines   35% 31% 

Monitoring of social media   20% (a) 29% 

Training of staff in social media   33% 27% 

Measures social media KPIs   15% (b) 14% 

Note: Percentages do not total 100% as respondents could select more than one type. 
(a) Tools or services capable of monitoring all social media mentions of the organisation. Some organisations monitor specific social 

media or monitor in an ad hoc way. 
(b) Qualitative and specific Key Performance Indicator (KPI) evaluation only. Some additional organisations collect quantitative metrics 

such as the number of views, visitors and downloads.   

Table 2    Social media governance in organisations 

 

However, Macnamara and Zerfass emphasize that that some of the other findings from the 

same surveys show that these claims are over-stated. According to them “a lack of policies 

and guidelines on social media use by employees, a lack of monitoring of social media 

content, a lack of training and support provided to staff engaged in social media in most 

organisations and a lack of social media strategies in organisations were found. This seems to 

be inconsistent with the knowledge levels and role claims of PR and corporate 

communication practitioners.” Furthermore the results show that social media specialists that 

were interviewed, rated the knowledge of PR and corporate communication practitioners 

(such as DMOs) as low to moderate in relation to social media (Ibid., 297). It can also be 

mentioned that the same study (see table 2) shows that only 20% of the Australasian and 23% 

of the European organisations have an overarching social media strategy or policy which 

outlines the objectives of social media usage, as of 2012. Macnamara and Zerfass found that 

the terms ‘strategy’, ‘policy’ and ‘guidelines’ were used in different ways in relation to social 

media. As an example they highlight the research of Hrdinová, Helbig, and Peters where a 

distinction between social media policies and guidelines have been described as follows 

(Hrdinová, Helbig, and Peters 2010, in Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 298):  

- Generally spoken, guidelines provide advice on how to best use social media tools to 

achieve a desired result. For example eliciting citizen engagement or providing 

suggestions for creating interesting content. 
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- Policies represent official positions that govern the use of social media by employees 

in government agencies, such as detailing what constitutes acceptable use or outlining 

official processes for gaining access to social media sites. 

Interviews by Hrdinová et al. showed that social media specialists unanimously advocated 

that both public and private sector organisations need to have a social media strategy. 

Furthermore it was argued that “while policies and guidelines inform who is authorized to 

speak on what, when and how within organisations, a strategy should include overall 

objectives, Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s), an outline of measurement methods and 

explain how social media communication is integrated with other corporate and 

organisational communication.” (Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 298). Macnamara and 

Zerfass examined the types and forms of policies and guidelines explaining how to use social 

media in organisations. It turned out that only 31% of the European organisations and 35% of 

the Australasian organisations have specific policies and/or guidelines for social media usage. 

Even more remarkable is that even fewer seem to have social media strategies. Pan-European 

research in 2011 by Zerfass, Verhoeven, Tench et al. shows similar results: 60% of the PR 

organisations does not have policies or guidelines for social media usage (Zerfass, 

Verhoeven, Tench et al. 2011, in Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 298). About 19% in 

Australasia relies on verbal instructions to staff or occasional management memos and 

emails, which shows how unmanaged and unregulated the situation is, which exposes 

organisations to substantial risks (Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 299). It is important to note 

here that this situation is not completely applying to DMOs in general, since research about 

this has not been conducted. Macnamara and Zerfass describe that many organisations are 

taking essential components of monitoring, such as environmental scanning, tracking, 

measurement and reporting, not serious. They claim that almost 50% of the Australasian 

organisations are not monitoring social media at all or monitor every now and then. Zerfass, 

Verhoeven, Tench et al. talk about similar results in Europe, where only 33% of the 

organisations have tools for monitoring social media. It shows how “many organisations are 

unaware of what is being said about them and their products or services in social media by 

employees or others.” (Zerfass, Verhoeven, Tench et al. 2011, in Macnamara and Zerfass 

2012, 299). According to Macnamara and Zerfass, content analysis is also of importance in 

order to find out which issues and topics are being discussed, which sources are quoted and 

which tone of content is being used, whether this has a positive or negative influence for the 

organisation. 36% of the Australasian organisations are not analysing social media content at 

all. 22% of the organisations conducts quantitative analysis focused on volume of mentions, 
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visits, views and other statistical material. Furthermore, Macnamara and Zerfass and describe 

that 67% of the Australasian and 73% of the European organisations do not provide social 

media training for staff. They also mention that “there is very limited support provided to 

employees engaging in social media communication.” (Macnamara and Zerfass 2012, 299). 
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4. Theoretical framework 

 

DMOs are trying to find ways to make sense of social media and manage it to their 

advantage, since the influence of social media has been increasing. Placing the phenomenon 

into a suitable theoretical context that better describes the complex and dynamic relationships 

inherent in social media will help to create an understanding of it. This theoretical framework 

discusses affordances, technology affordances in general, followed by relevant approaches by 

Kietzmann et al. and Spector which are used for the analysis of this thesis. 

 

4.1 Affordances 

Several academic researchers, including Gibson, Leonardi and Treem, Kietzmann et al. and 

Spector, have written about affordances. This section will highlight several main concepts of 

affordances in general, followed by technology affordances. Further on the most relevant 

affordances approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector for this thesis are explained 

extensively. Clear strategies about the usage of social media, and specifically Instagram, are 

nowhere to be found in academic literature. Therefore the perspective of affordances could be 

used to take a look at how DMOs are making use of Instagram to brand cities. In the next 

section arguments for choosing affordances approaches for this thesis are explained. It is 

important to mention that many technology affordances approaches in the academic literature 

focus on the internal organisational situation. Not many approaches focus on the usage of 

social media, and Instagram, in corporate or external situations. This thesis focuses on the 

external aspect since it focuses on how organisations make use of Instagram for city 

branding. 

 

4.2 Why affordances? 

Treem and Leonardi (2012) argue that “defining social media by describing what kinds of 

behaviours they typically afford across various organisations is one way researchers can 

transcend the particularities of any technology or its features, and focus on communicative 

outcomes.” They explain that enumerating its affordances “may allow for a nuanced 

understanding of when, why and how social media occasion change in organisational 

practice.” (Treem and Leonardi 2012, 147). This thesis aims to find out how organisations, in 

this case DMOs, are making use of Instagram. Affordances make it possible to get and 

understanding of why and how DMOs make use this platform. The affordance lens pushes 
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researchers “to consider the relationship between the action to be taken in the context and the 

capability of the technology (Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane and Azad 2013, 3). Affordances is also 

defined as “the actions and uses that a technology makes qualitatively easier or possible when 

compared to prior like technologies.” (Earl and Kimport 2011, 32). This can be related to the 

functionalities that, for example, a technology such as Instagram affords and how DMOs are 

making use of it. It is important to mention that there are limitations for the affordances 

approaches. As Earl and Kimport describe, not everyone notices all affordances and not 

everyone knows how to leverage all affordances or chooses to leverage all affordances (Earl 

and Kimport 2011, 33). This relates to Gaver who explains that culture, social setting, 

experience and intentions might have influence on perceptions of affordances (Gaver 1991, in 

Conole 2013, 85). However, the later described affordances approaches by Kietzmann et al. 

and Spector highlight main affordances of Instagram developed by them. Therefore they are 

relevant for this thesis. 

 

4.3 Functions and affordances 

In the earlier section the word ‘functionalities’ was already mentioned. Functions and 

affordances are very related. Several academic researchers even state that they are the same 

thing. Functions and affordances combined are described as ‘functional affordances’ by 

several scholars. Hartson, for example, refers to functional affordances, which entails the 

usefulness of a system function (Hartson 2003, 323). Krauskopf, Zahn and Hesse (2011) 

mention that affordances and functionalities can be seen as the same thing and talk about 

“functions (affordances) of a tool.” (Krauskopf, Zahn and Hesse 2011, 1195). Similarly,  

Conole and Dyke mention that the discussion about affordances can be limited to the 

“function of technology.” (Conole and Dyke 2004, 301). Therefore, this thesis does not make 

a distinction between functions and affordances but rather sees it as the same thing. Ge, 

Gretzel and Clarke describe that affordances are used “to investigate how businesses use Web 

2.0 technologies in performing different activities.” (Ge, Gretzel and Clarke 2013, 162). Ge, 

Gretzel and Clarke name Kietzmann et al. as an example of this (Ibid., 162). Technology 

affordances can be used in order to find out how organisations make use of technologies. 

Technology affordances can be used to look at for example functions of social media: what 

does social media afford?  
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4.4 Different approaches of affordances 

 

Gibson’s concept of affordances 

It was Gibson who introduced the concept of affordances in 1986. It was created to 

understand what an object can afford. In other words: what the object is good for or. This 

refers to the functions an object offers. Identifying affordances is useful when looking at what 

might drive individuals to adopt and make use of an object (Gibson 1986, in Dyrby and 

Blegind Jensen 2012, 3). Several affordances of Instagram have been identified by different 

scholars, including Kietzmann et al. and Spector, which will be explained later on in this 

chapter. Looking a bit more into Gibson’s meaning of affordance, in an effort to explain how 

animals perceive their environments, he argued that “an object like a rock could be used very 

differently by distinct animals because each animal perceived a particular set of activities for 

which the rock would be useful.” (Gibson 1986, in Treem and Leonardi 2012, 145). Gibson 

came to the idea that animals do not perceive what an object is but rather what kinds of uses 

it affords. He called these perceptions of a utility of an object an affordance. In Gibson’s 

description, people are not interacting with an object before or without perceiving what the 

object is good for. According to him “physical features of an object exist apart from the 

people who use them, but those features are infused with meaning relative to the posture and 

behaviour of the animal being considered.” (Ibid., 145). Even though the features of an object 

are common to everyone who encounters them, the affordances of that artefact are not, as 

Gibson describes it. He continues by saying that “affordances are unique to the particular 

ways in which an actor, or a set of actors, perceives and uses the object.” (Ibid., 145). This 

clearly describes why there are many affordances approaches, since different scholars can 

have different perspectives, also when it comes to the affordances of Instagram. 

 

Norman’s concept of affordances 

Norman describes an affordance as “a quality or aspect of an object that suggests how the 

object should be used to perform an action.” (Soegaard, 2016). Norman adopted the 

affordances approach in 1988 for the use in an human-computer interaction context. 

Norman was specifically interested in how the affordances of everyday objects could either 

enhance or restrict their accessibility. He used the concept in order to support better object 

design to realise particular functions. Norman explained: “When used in this sense, the term 

affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties of the thing, primarily those 

fundamental properties that determine just how the thing could possibly be used. A chair 
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affords support and, therefore, affords sitting.” (Soegaard, 2016). In the case of Instagram, 

this is about what Instagram affords, which functionalities it affords. In order for affordances 

to be perceived easily, Norman focused on making its affordances noticeable. He considers 

both perceived and actual properties and implies that a perceived property may or may not be 

an actual property, but regardless, it is an affordance (Conole 2013, 86). Norman’s concept 

comes closest to the affordances concepts of Kietzmann et al. and Spector which have been 

used in this thesis since these approaches focus on the actual properties of a thing such as 

Instagram in this case. 

 

4.5 Technology affordances 

In the scholarly field the concept of affordances has been used to explore ways in how social 

media technologies can be better designed, as well as how organisations use Web 2.0 

technologies in performing different activities, which relates to Kietzmann et al. (Xiang and 

Tussyadiah 2014, 162). Earl and Kimport (2011) define technology affordances as “the 

actions and uses that a technology makes qualitatively easier or possible when compared to 

prior like technologies.” (Earl and Kimport 2011, 32). Therefore the technology affordances 

perspective is very relevant for this thesis, since the aim is to find out how DMOs make use 

of a new technology such as Instagram. This is interesting for the discipline of media and 

communications studies, since chapter 3 showed that there is a remarkable gap in the 

academic literature on this topic. Looking back at Gibson’s perspective of affordances, it can 

be questioned “what affordances of social media can be identified and what implications the 

dynamic nature of media have in relation to the affordance perception and use.” (Gibson 

1986, in Dyrby and Blegind Jensen 2012, 3). Rogers adds to this that “this is of key interest 

when relating affordances to the creation of strategic use of social media as the way in which 

the strategy makers and users perceive the media can have a huge effect on their likelihood of 

adopting them.” (Rogers 1995, in Dyrby and Blegind Jensen 2012, 3). Gaver describes how 

affordances of technology “enable a direct link between perception and action and point to 

affordances as a key concept in explaining interaction between technology and the world 

around them.” (Gaver 1991, in Dyrby and Blegind Jensen 2012, 3). Gaver also argues that 

“the actual perception of affordances will be in part determined by the observer’s culture, 

social setting, experience and intentions (Gaver 1991, in Conole 2013, 85). The affordances 

approaches uses in this thesis, developed by Kietzmann et al. and Spector, might have been 

influenced by these factors. In the following sections of this chapter an explanation for the 

usage of these affordances approaches will be outlined. 
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4.6 Technology affordances approaches 

Several technology approaches have been considered for this thesis. However, many of them 

are not applicable because of different reasons. Treem and Leonardi specify four technology 

affordances for organisational use of social media: visibility, persistence, editability and 

association (Treem and Leonardi 2012, 148). Their approach makes it possible to look closer 

at the ascription of characteristics of social media in relation to the perceptions of their users 

within organisational context, making it difficult to use for external situations. Therefore this 

approach has not been used (Dyrby and Blegind Jensen 2012, 3). Herring’s approach of 

technology affordances (Herring, 2007) focuses on computer-mediated communication and in 

particular on messaging (speech and writing), making it a less useful approach to use for this  

thesis because it does not focus on broader affordances of technology. This approach is 

therefore also not useful for this research. Finally, Majchrzak’s approach of technology 

affordances (Treem and Leonardi 2012, 146) is similar to that of Treem and Leonardi. It also 

focuses on the internal organisational situation and is therefore not very applicable in an 

external organisational situation. Therefore this concept has not been used for this thesis. The  

approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector are actually much more relevant and useful for 

this thesis compared to the earlier mentioned approaches and are therefore chosen. These 

concepts will be explained right after this section. 

 

4.7 Seven functional blocks of social media affordances by Kietzmann et al. 

Kietzmann et al. have been named in several academic articles because of their framework 

that can help organisations with the usage of social media. In the article ‘Social media? Get 

serious! Understanding the functional building blocks of social media’ from 2011 they 

explain how corporate communication has been democratized thanks to the rise of social 

media. This relates back to the literature review (chapter 3) in this thesis, where difficulties 

for DMOs are named, which describes that DMOs have less power and authority over what is 

posted on social media and that users become more powerful. Individuals and communities 

have taken power over creating, sharing and consuming content such as text messages, 

pictures and movies. This puts marketing and public relations into a different position, since 

brands do not have complete control over what has been said about them, whether it is 

positive or negative. The case cities Leeuwarden and Amsterdam in this thesis both have to 

deal with this situation. However, they see this as opportunities, as described later on in the 

analysis (chapter 6). BBC Business Editor Tim Weber explains that “these days, one witty 

tweet, one clever blog post, one devastating video - forwarded by hundreds of friends at the 
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click of a mouse - can snowball and kill a product or damage a company’s share price.” 

(Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 242). Kietzmann et al. argue that 

“although it is clear that social media is very powerful, many executives are reluctant or 

unable to develop strategies and allocate resources to engage effectively with social media.” 

As a consequence, organisations regularly ignore or mismanage opportunities and threats 

presented by creative consumers (Ibid., 242). This thesis does not aim to make statements 

about whether DMOs are using Instagram in the right manner or not. Instead, it focuses on 

how DMOs are using Instagram, which creates new insights for the academic field of media 

and communication studies, without judging them. Kaplan and Haenlein claim that one of the 

reasons for clumsiness is that organisations lack an understanding of what social media are 

and the various forms they can take (Ibid., 242). Kietzmann et al. call this a “gap in 

knowledge” and came up with a ‘honeycomb framework’ of seven social media building 

blocks (affordances), in order to help managers of organisations to understand audiences and 

their engagement needs. This framework is of great interest for the academic field as well, 

since it shows new insights about how DMOs are utilising Instagram and which affordances 

are most important for DMOs. There is no academic research on this topic to be found yet, as 

described earlier in the literature review. Therefore, this approach tries to contribute to the 

academic knowledge on this topic. The darker the colour of a block in the honeycomb 

framework is, the greater the social media functionality within this social media platform is. 

For example: the darker the affordance block of ‘sharing’, the more important this affordance 

is on the social media platform, in this case Instagram (see figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1    Example of the honeycomb by Kietzmann showing the most important affordances 
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Kietzmann et al. focus on functionalities (affordances) that are specifically provided by 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and YouTube, and divided them into seven functional 

affordance building blocks: identity, conversations, sharing, presence, relationships, 

reputation and groups. These aspects will be explained in the following sections. These 

building blocks make it possible to examine “(1) a specific facet of social media user 

experience, and (2) the implications for firms.” For this thesis, these affordance building 

blocks will be used to examine and answer the question how DMOs of Leeuwarden and 

Amsterdam are making use of Instagram, which relates to RQ2. However, not every 

organisation has to be active in all of these building blocks (Ibid., 243). Some affordances 

might be less relevant and important in that case, which relates to RQ1. Similarities and 

differences between the usage of affordances of Kietzmann et al. by DMOs of Leeuwarden 

and Amsterdam can be connected to RQ3. One important aspect of the approach by 

Kietzmann et al. is that it does not focus specifically on the internal organisational situation, 

making it applicable for the external situation which is the focus of this thesis. Therefore the 

approach by Kietzmann et al. has been chosen for this thesis. The analytical framework is 

based on the affordances in the honeycomb. Kietzmann et al. explain that existing literature 

suggests that technology affordances should be determined for the context of specific social 

media platforms (Ibid., 243). Since Kietzmann et al. focus on functionalities provided by 

Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn and Foursquare, it is of interest to use their affordance 

approach to look at Instagram. New insights can be created through this, contributing to the 

academic knowledge of media and communication studies. There is no academic research to 

be found about affordances in relation to Instagram and DMOs. A broader overview of 

affordances by Kietzmann et al., as outlined in functional blocks (affordances), follows after 

this section. The approach by Kietzmann et al. will be used to make the gap in the academic 

literature, as described in the literature review, smaller. There it is explained that there is a 

sizeable gap in research examining the use of social media, and specifically Instagram, by 

DMOs. No research about this topic has been conducted yet. By using the honeycomb 

framework, knowledge about the usage of Instagram by DMOs will be created, which 

contributes to the academic field of media and communication studies.  

 

Identity  

The first functional block of the analytical framework, called identity, shows the extent to 

which users reveal their identities in a social media setting. Showing name, age, gender, 

profession, location and information that portrays users in certain ways are part of this. 
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Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) explain that “the presentation of a user’s identity can often 

happen through the conscious or unconscious ‘self-disclosure’ of subjective information such 

as thoughts, feelings, likes and dislikes.” (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 

2011, 244). Because of this, users of social media have different conversation (discourse) 

preferences and aims. Many people decide to participate on social media using their real 

names, whereas others might use nicknames. Setting up profiles around identity is in some 

cases necessary, as Kietzmann et al. explain, such as Facebook. Users can encourage others 

to follow them (Ibid., 244). New forms of communication attracted early adopters, new 

demographics are now taking part in it. In 2009, the group of 55 years and older, with women 

outnumbering men by 2:1, were in particular increasing (Marketingcharts, 2009). Identity can 

be seen as the core of many social media platforms and presents therefore some fundamental 

implications for firms that are looking for opportunities to develop their own social media 

sites or strategies for engaging with different sites. Privacy is a hot topic nowadays. Users 

that share their identities on social media platforms might not agree or care about what 

happens with their information. Concerns about secondary firms using information for data 

mining and surveillance are very current (Ibid., 244), resulting in users and government 

agencies initiating class-action lawsuits for invasion of privacy. There are different types of 

users to be found online, showing different identity strategies such as real identity and virtual 

identities, whereas others focus on self-promotion (Facebook) or self-branding (LinkedIn). 

Kietzmann et al. name the example of professional photographers that pay a premium to 

share photographs on Flickr in order to develop their professional brand and create 

conversations within their community (Ibid., 244). Kietzmann et al. also describe how people 

use different identities to the context of different social media platforms, in order to protect 

privacy. In some cases, people tend to be anonymous. When it comes to selection of social 

media tools for organizations, a careful balance between sharing identities and protecting 

privacy is of importance. Not taking this into account can “lead to a lack of accountability 

among users, encourage cyber-bullying and pave the way for off-topic and off-colour 

comments.” (Ibid., 244). 

 

Conversations 

The second affordance of the analytical framework, called conversations, represents the 

extent to which users of a social media setting communicate with other users. Many social 

media platforms are designed mainly to facilitate conversations among individuals and 

groups. Various reasons for conversations can be named. Kietzmann et al. describe: “People 
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comment, tweet, blog, et cetera to meet new like-minded people, to find true love, to build 

their self-esteem or to be on the cutting edge of new ideas or trending topics.” (Kietzmann, 

Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 244). Others use social media as a way of 

spreading their message and positively impacting humanitarian causes, environmental 

problems, economic issues or political debates. Due to the gigantic number and diversity of 

conversations that can take place in social media setting, organisations need formats and 

protocols in order to host and track conversations. Messages on Twitter are, for example, 

mostly ephemeral, meaning that responding is not always necessary. Reviewing tweets with 

archiving services could be useful for firms. Where Twitter focuses more on conversation 

than identity, blogs are less about staying connected synchronously than about facilitating 

rich, mostly lengthy conversations that can be found back on the blog itself (Ibid., 244). 

Differences in the frequency and content of a conversation can have major implications for 

how organisations monitor and make sense of ‘conversation velocity’: the rate and direction 

of change in a conversation. Change of rate means the number of new conversations over a 

period of time, whereas direction of change focuses on continuity-discontinuity of 

conversations (whether it changes in how favourable or unfavourable a conversation is 

toward a firm and its products) (Ibid., 244). Tools and capabilities are needed to follow 

conversations and to create an overall image or message. Blogs, in contrast to this, are 

focused on more detailed and less frequent content accounts. Blogs can be rich and useful but 

not necessarily connected to a greater social media exchange on the same topic. Manipulating 

conversations by firms is another implication of conversations by firms. An organisation that 

creates something people will talk about, can spread across different platforms. Kietzmann et 

al. explain that “firms which know when to chime in - and, when not to - show their audience 

that they care and are seen as a positive addition to the conversation.” (Ibid., 244). This can 

be put into contrast with organisations that which flood conversations that were not ‘theirs’ in 

the first place (Ibid., 244).  

 

Sharing 

The third functional block is that of sharing. This is about the extent to which users exchange, 

distribute and receive content. According to Engström the term ‘social’ often implies that 

“exchanges between people are crucial. In many cases, however, sociality is about the objects 

that mediate these ties between people; the reasons why they meet online and associate with 

each other.” (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 245). On social media 

people are connected through a shared object, such as a groupon, text, video, picture, sound, 
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link or location. Interacting can be done through sharing on social media. However, whether 

sharing makes users to want to converse or even build relationships with each other depends 

on the functional objective of the social media platform. Objects of sociality are pictures for 

Flickr, Instagram and careers for LinkedIn. Kietzmann et al. describe that there are at least 

two fundamental implications that the sharing block of the framework has for all 

organisations with ambition to engage in social media (Ibid., 245). First of all he names “the 

need to evaluate what objects of sociality their users have in common, or to identify new 

objects that can mediate their shared interests.” In case there are no objects, a sharing 

network will be mainly about connections between people but without anything connecting 

them together. It depends on the aims of the platform. Secondly, the degree to which the 

object can or should be shared is an implication. YouTube, for example, developed controls 

and allocated resources to filter and screen content in order to ensure that uploaded material 

did not comply with copyright laws or that content was not offensive (Ibid., 245). Kietzmann 

et al. explain: “This includes requiring users who want to upload video, to register and agree 

to terms of use; providing a content management system that allows content owners (e.g., 

movie studios) to identify and manage their content on YouTube; asking users to flag 

inappropriate content; and employing an army of people who screen and remove content that 

is in violation of the terms of use.” (Ibid., 245).  

 

Presence 

The fourth framework building block is called presence, which represents the extent to which 

users can know if others are accessible. Kietzmann et al. explain: “This includes knowing 

where others are, in the virtual world and/or in the real world and whether they are available.” 

(Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 245). In the virtual world this can be 

seen through status lines such as ‘available’ or ‘hidden’. For instance, if someone uses 

Foursquare to ‘check in’ at a particular location, other people can see this and know where 

the person is at that moment. Besides Foursquare, similar presence-focused platforms centre 

on geographical spaces, not specific locations. Not in every social media platform knowing 

who else is online is of importance such as Instagram. However, where others are located 

physically might be of interest. Kietzmann et al. describe that “the implication of presence is 

that firms need to pay attention to the relative importance of user availability and user 

location.” (Ibid., 245). It might be useful for organisations to know whether users want to be 

visible or hidden to others. Furthermore Kietzmann et al. describe that “firms should 

recognize that social media presence is influenced by the intimacy and immediacy of the 
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relationship medium, and that higher levels of social presence are likely to make 

conversations more influential.” (Ibid., 245). 

 

Relationships 

The fifth functional block is that of relationships, which describes the extent to which users 

can be related to other users. ‘Relate’ according to Kietzmann et al. mean that “two or more 

users have some form of association that leads them to converse, share objects of sociability, 

meet up or simply just list each other as a friend or fan.” (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy 

and Silvestre 2011, 246). How social media users are connected often determines the what-

and-how of exchange of information. Relationships can be fairly formal, regulated and 

structured, which can be seen on LinkedIn (Ibid., 246). Kietzmann et al. explain that 

“LinkedIn has a referral system so that these users can be introduced, through a chain of 

friends-of-friends, to the person they intended to meet so that they can be closer to the people 

they would like to meet.” (Ibid., 246). Some social media platforms focus on existing 

relationship maintenance, whereas other platforms focus on expansion, creating growth of a 

network. Some platforms might be more formal, whereas on other platforms relationships are 

more informal and without structure (Ibid., 246). Kietzmann et al. mention that “the general 

rule is that social media communities which don’t value identity highly, also don’t value 

relationships highly.” Two properties, structure and flow, from the social network theory 

explain the importance of different relationship traits (Borgatti & Foster, 2003; Granovetter, 

1973) (Ibid., 246). The more connections someone has, the more likely the user is to be an 

influential member (‘influencer’) in their network, which is the structural property of a user’s 

relationship. The flow property of user relationships explains the types of resources involved 

in individual relationships and how resources are used, exchanged or transformed. This 

describes the strength of a relationship, which can be long-lasting or affect-laden, or 

infrequent and distant (Ibid., 246). Furthermore it refers to multiplexity of relationships, 

describing when users are connected by more than one type of relationship, for example work 

colleagues and friends. Social media platforms that value relationships have the issue of 

structural and flow properties becoming important. Organizations that use social media sites 

to engage with users need to understand how they can maintain or build relationships, or 

both. Kietzmann et al. explain: “Formal and regulated relationships should be developed to 

validate authenticity of users.” (Ibid., 246). 
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Reputation 

The sixth analytical framework building block is called reputation. This is the extent to which 

users can identify the standing of others, including themselves, in a social media setting. 

There are different meanings for reputation on social media platforms. Mostly this means a 

matter of trust. However, since information technologies are not very advanced at 

determining this highly qualitative criteria, social media platforms rely on so called 

‘mechanical Turks’. These are tools that automatically aggregate user-generated information 

to decide on trustworthiness (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 247). 

“LinkedIn builds the reputation of one individual based on endorsements from others.” 

Reputation on social media is not only based on people, but also on content (Ibid., 247). 

Examples are the view counts and rating on YouTube, and likes on Facebook. More recently 

Instagram introduced verified icons for brands and famous people. For this framework, 

reputation has significant implications for firms about how they effectively engage in social 

media activities. Kietzmann et al. explain: “If firms and users value their reputations and 

those of other users, then a metric must be chosen to provide this information.” On Twitter, 

the number of followers does not indicate how many people actually read messages (Ibid., 

247). Kietzmann et al. explain that “for a firm, this means the engagement needs of its 

community should inform the choice of reputation system. If time and activity in a 

community matter, a measure of the number of posts over time might be a better metric. If 

the quality of an individual’s contributions matters, a rating system would be an appropriate 

choice.” (Ibid., 247). Depending on which appropriate metrics can be identified, the 

appropriate tool can be selected. Either objective data such as number of views or followers, 

or collective intelligence of the crowd, such as rating systems, can be chosen (Ibid., 247). The 

social media service site Social Mention enables organisations and individuals to monitor 

how many times they and others are mentioned, using a number of metrics, such as “strength 

(the number of times you are mentioned), sentiment (the ratio of mentions that are positive to 

those that are negative), passion (how often certain users talk about you) and reach (the 

number of different users talking about you divided by the total number of times you are 

mentioned) (Ibid., 247).  

 

Groups 

The final functional framework block is that of groups. This represents the extent to which 

users can form communities and subcommunities. The bigger the social network becomes, 

the bigger the friend groups, followers and contacts becomes (Kietzmann, Hermkens, 
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McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 247). According to Dunbar’s Number metric, people have a 

restricted cognitive number of stable social relationships to about 150 people. However, on 

social media platforms, many communities have been far bigger than this and offers tools that 

allow users to manage membership. Two major groups can be distinguished (Ibid., 247). First 

of all, individuals can sort contacts and place their friend, followers, fans or buddies in 

different self-created groups. Secondly, online groups can be analogous to clubs in the offline 

world: open to anyone, closed (approval required) or secret (only by invitation) (Ibid., 247). 

Groups on Facebook or Flickr, for example, have administrators to manage this. Kietzmann 

et al. describe: “It can be assumed that a social media community would enjoy a way to group 

its users, even when the number of likely contacts is low for each member initially. It is good 

practice to enable this feature from the start such that members don’t have to sort through 

lengthy contact lists to order their contacts later.” (Ibid., 247). Labelling contacts is an 

example of this. On some social media platforms, different groups have different permissions 

for group membership activities and content. Kietzmann et al. add to this: “Given the 

enormous traffic on social media and the amount of noise it generates daily, the need for 

filtering is paramount.” (Ibid., 247). Social media groups vary in how they allow individuals 

to share specific details with some contacts, but not others (Ibid., 247).  

 

4.8 Positive ICT affordances by Spector 

The second affordances approach is that of Spector. Spector, as explained in the book 

‘Designing for Learning in an Open World’ by Conole (2013), came up with a set of 

interesting ‘positive affordances’ which are ICT (information and communication 

technologies) affordances (Spector 2013, in Conole 2013, 89). This approach is especially 

relevant for this thesis since it focuses on what communication technologies, such as social 

media and Instagram specifically, can afford. This approach is particularly relevant for the 

discipline of media and communication studies since it entails affordances of communication 

technologies. Chapter 3 showed that there is a gap in academic research about the usage of 

Instagram by DMOs. Spector came up with this approach because he believed that not all 

affordances by the approach of Conole and Dyke were actually affordances at all in 

Gibsonian sense. Spector’s positive affordances focus on the relation to the use of 

technologies in the design of learning interventions and lists constraints as well (Ibid, 89). 

Instagram is an example of a technology. Similar to the approach of Kietzmann et al. is that 

Spector came up with several affordances: collaboration, reflection, interaction, dialogue, 

creativity, organisation, inquiry and authenticity (Ibid, 89). These affordances can be used to 
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analyse how organisations make use of Instagram. What is different compared to Kietzmann 

et al. is that Spector focuses on learners and students, whereas Kietzmann et al. focus on 

organisations. However, DMOs can be seen as learners as well, as explained later in this 

section. Kietzmann et al. use a model, whereas Spector’s approach does not have this. Some 

affordances of both approaches are more or less overlapping, as explained in the last section 

of this chapter. In the analysis the differences are explained extensively. Some affordances 

are overlapping in different ways, others in just one way. However, not all affordances are 

overlapping, as explained later on. Spector’s approach is less detailed in comparison to 

Kietzmann et al. and leaves more room open interpretation. Therefore own interpretations 

were made for this thesis. Spector’s approach is focusing on learners and students. An own 

interpretation of this it that DMOs can also be seen as learners because they still develop the 

usage of Instagram and learn from ‘trial and error’ as mentioned in chapter 3. In the same 

chapter it is also explained that DMOs are becoming less powerful since users are becoming 

prosumers. Because DMOs are still developing and learning, this approach is applicable, 

even though it is in a more limited way compared to Kietzmann et al. Furthermore, this 

approach does not focus on an internal situation, making it useful for this thesis since it 

focuses on the external situation. Spector also names constraints for his affordance approach: 

that it is time consuming (in terms of development and in terms of support), that it is difficult 

to use, that it is costly to produce, that there are assessment issues and lack of interactivity 

and that it is difficult to navigate. All positive affordances are outlined and extensively 

explained in the following sections. These affordances form the second analytical framework 

for this thesis, besides the earlier mentioned affordances of Kietzmann et al. According to 

Spector “identification of the positive affordances of technologies and any associated 

constraints can be used as a means of making informed design decisions in terms of using a 

particular technology in a specific learning context.” (Conole 2013, 89). Spector focuses 

more on the design aspect of technologies such as Instagram for organisations, whereas 

Kietzmann et al. focus more on how organisations can and should engage in technologies 

such as social media. Having both perspectives of Kietzmann et al. and Spector made it 

possible to create a strong framework for the analysis (chapter 6) of this thesis. 

 

Collaboration 

The first affordance is collaboration. This affordance relates to sharing of Kietzmann et al. 

and Spector’s creativity affordance. Spector describes how collaborative learning is an 

important part of socially situated learning. He mentions the importance of knowledge co-
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construction, rather than information recall. Learning with and through others is a valuable 

and important form of learning nowadays. New technologies, including social media, created 

new possibilities for dialogue and communication. “ICT offer the potential to develop new 

forms of online communities and new means of communicating and sharing information 

(from signing up to specialised mailing lists through the involvement in specialised 

discussion forums and chat rooms).” (Conole 2013, 91). Collaboration, as Spector refers to 

Kaye, means: “Etymologically, to collaborate means work together, which implies a concept 

of shared goals, and an explicit attempt to ‘add value’ - to create something new or different 

through the collaboration as opposed to simply exchanging information or passing 

instructions.” (Kaye 1991, in Conole 2013, 91). Dillenbourg describes collaborative learning 

as “a situation in which two or more people learn or attempt to learn something together.” 

(Ibid., 91). In order to promote collaboration, technologies can be used. Spector mentions that 

“action learning sets can be set up in a discussion forum, where students work together on a 

joint project, using the space to share and discuss ideas. Similarly, a Wiki can be used as a 

space to support joint writing.” (Ibid., 91). The sharing affordance by Kietzmann et al. relates 

to this affordance but focuses more on shared interest and connections between people. 

Another affordance that relates to collaboration is that of creativity by Spector, because of the 

creativity that can be achieved by working together. 

 

Reflection 

Reflection is, as traced back to the work of Dewey, of importance. This affordance relates a 

bit to the inquiry affordance by Spector. Dyke also mentions the reflection definition of 

Dewey (Dewey and Dyke, in Conole 2013, 92). They argue that Dewey contrasts reflective 

thought with reliance on instruction and the mere transmission of received wisdoms and 

defines reflection as: “A better way of thinking … is called reflective thinking:  the kind of 

thinking that consists of turning a subject over in the mind and giving it serious and 

consecutive thought.” (Ibid., 92). Dewey also stated that “the function of reflective thought is 

therefore to transform a situation in which there is experienced obscurity, doubt, conflict, 

disturbance of some sort, into a situation that is clear, coherent, settled, harmonious.” (Ibid., 

92). Spector names communication tools such as forums and blogs that offer opportunities for 

(students) to reflect on, to share and discuss ideas and to be critical (Ibid., 92). Inquiry relates 

to reflection because of the feedback and reaction aspect. 
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Interaction 

Another affordance is that of interaction, which is especially the case for new technologies 

such as social media. This affordance relates to the conversations affordance of Kietzmann et 

al. and the dialogue affordance of Spector. The term interaction here is used in the context of 

interaction between users and technologies. “It is concerned with the extent to which the user 

can manipulate their environment.” (Conole 2013, 93). Spector mentions Wagner’s definition 

of interaction: “Interactions occur when these objects and events mutually influence one 

another. An instructional interaction is an event that takes place between a learner and the 

learner’s environment. Its purpose is to respond to the learner in a way intended to change his 

or her behaviour toward an educational goal. Instructional interactions have two purposes: to 

change learners and to move them toward achieving their goals.” (Ibid., 93). Dyke et al. argue 

that “interaction is one of the key aspects of effective learning, along with learning through 

thinking and reflection, from experience and activity, and through conversation.” Multimedia 

tools offer ways of giving learners not only access to materials but also a means of interacting 

with the materials (Dyke et al. 2007, in Conole 2013, 93). Clearly publishing tools such as 

blogs and Wikis provide the user with the ability to produce user-generated content. In 

addition, there are now a range of tools that can allow users to mix and match different 

functionality, such as mash-up tools (Ibid., 93). Different from conversations by Kietzmann 

et al. is that they do not focus on learning processes specifically. Their approach is not about 

achieving goals. This affordance also relates to dialogue of Spector because of new forms of 

communication. 

 

Dialogue 

New technologies, including social media, have opened possibilities for new forms of 

communication and dialogue, which is another affordance. This affordance relates to the 

conversations affordance of Kietzmann et al. and the interaction affordance of Spector. 

Spector explains: “ICT offer the potential to develop new forms of online communities and 

new means of communication and sharing information, from signing up to particular mailing 

lists through the involvement in specialised discussion forums and chat rooms.” (Conole 

2013, 94). Spector argues that new tools such as Twitter provide learners potentially with 

access to an international community of others with the same interests “providing the 

opportunity for just-in-time learning.” Spector continues: “Synchronous communication tools 

provide a different forum for debate and discussion and can be used in a variety of ways to 

come to an agreed consensus on something, to discuss issues, to brainstorm ideas or as a 
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backchannel to support events (Ibid., 94). Kietzmann et al. also talk about new forms of 

communication in the conversations affordance. Dialogue also relates to interaction of 

Spector. 

 

Creativity 

Creativity is another affordance by Spector, which relates a bit to the collaboration affordance 

of Spector. Sorenson et al. argue that “creativity is a key digital literacy skills that learners 

need to develop.” They cite Runco who argues that “creative thinking reflects the original 

interpretation of experience (Sorenson et al. 2010 and Runco 1996, in Conole 2013, 94). Each 

of us has the capacity to construct original interpretations, and if it is a useful and original 

interpretation, it qualifies as ‘creative’. Creativity is about creating and making something 

new that is “novel and valuable”, something that transcends surpasses ideas, rules, partners 

and relationships. Creating new meaningful ideas, forms, methods and interpretations is part 

of it. Creativity can be promoted through discourse and collaboration that are mediated 

through a range of social and participatory media. Technologies such as social media can be 

used in different ways to support creativity. They enable new forms of discourse, 

collaboration and cooperation (Ibid., 95). The creativity affordance relates to the 

collaboration affordance of Spector because it is partly about creating something together. 

 

Organisation 

The ability to organise information is one important part of the learning process. This is part 

of the organisation affordance. This affordance does not relate much to other affordances. 

Spector explains: “Learners need to be able to find and organise relevant information for their 

learning so that it can be archived and easily retrieved. Learners need to be able to combine 

different sources of information to construct new understanding and meaning in relation to a 

particular topic.” Asynchronous tools can be used by learners to access and build up an 

archive of material relevant for them. Tools can help learners as well (Conole 2013, 96). The 

description of this affordance is limited and therefore difficult to use. 

 

Inquiry 

Another affordance of Spector is called inquiry, which relates a bit to the reflection 

affordance of Spector. Inquiry-based learning is particularly important in a science context 

because science is essentially a question-driven, open-ended process and therefore students 

need to have personal experiences with scientific inquiry to understand this (Conole 2013, 
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96). As an example Spector names the usage of search engines that can be used to foster 

inquiry-based learning. However, it is important to mention that learners need to acquire the 

necessary critical literacy skills for evaluating relevance of resources that are found (Ibid., 

96). The description of this affordance is limited as well and therefore difficult to use. 

Reflection is the affordance that comes closest to because of the feedback and reaction 

aspect.  

 

Authenticity 

Lastly, the authenticity affordance of this analytical framework has to do with learning of 

expert thinking and complex communication. This affordance relates to the reputation 

affordance of Kietzmann et al. Spector: “Technologies provide a variety of mechanism for 

offering students authentic learning experiences based on experimentation and action.” 

(Conole 2013, 97). Having access to online communities makes it possible to get a deeper 

sense of the disciplinary culture. Visualisation tools, which are part of real research data, 

provide students with authentic experiences (closely mimicking real-world contexts) (ibid., 

97). Conole and Dyke (2004) argue that: “Information technologies provide a means by 

which people can be exposed to experiences very different to their own and extend their 

experience beyond their own communities. Experience of the ‘other’ through technology 

raises issues around authenticity and power in the ‘virtual reality’ that can be accessed.” 

(ibid., 97). As an example, there may be disjuncture between the mediated reported 

experience and the reality of lived experience. This raises questions about how one 

distinguishes between what is real and what is rendered real via the technology. The 

reputation affordance by Kietzmann et al. focuses more on the trust aspect and on measuring 

tools for reputation. 

 

4.9 Summary of both affordances approaches 

Both the approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector have similarities and differences. In the 

analysis of chapter 6 these aspects will be highlighted more extensively. 

  Conversations by Kietzmann et al. relates to interaction and dialogue of Spector. 

Sharing relates to collaboration of Spector. Reputation is related to Spector’s authenticity 

affordance. Identity, presence, relationships and groups do not overlap with Spector. 

  Spector’s affordance of collaboration relates to sharing by Kietzmann et al. and 

creativity of Spector. Reflection relates to inquiry. Interactions relates to dialogue by Spector 

and conversations by Kietzmann et al. Dialogue overlaps with conversations of Kietzmann et 
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al. and interaction by Spector. Creativity relates to collaboration. Inquiry can be related to 

reflection. Finally, authenticity relates to the reputation affordance of Kietzmann et al. 

Organisation does not relate to other affordances.  

  The assumption is that some affordances are more applicable in the case of Instagram 

compared to others. The affordances that seem less relevant or applicable for Instagram are 

groups, reflection, organisation and inquiry. The analysis of chapter 6 will show whether 

these assumptions are right or not. In chapter 6 the earlier mentioned affordances, together 

with the chosen methods of chapter 5, are used in order to analyse the content and interviews. 
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5. Methods and methodologies 

 

The aim of this thesis is to discover what the affordances of Instagram are for DMOs, how 

DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam are making use of those affordances and which 

differences and similarities in Instagram usage there are between both DMOs. In order to find 

out which affordances Instagram offers and how they are utilised by both DMOs, different 

methods are used. This chapter starts by introducing the overarching study of cases as a 

method, followed by a general introduction of qualitative methods and the selected methods 

for this research: content analysis and semi-structured in-depth interviews. This chapter also 

explains methodologies. Three research questions are developed in relation to this:  

 

RQ1: What are the affordances of Instagram for DMOs?  

RQ2: How do DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam make use of the affordances of 

Instagram? 

RQ3: What are the differences and similarities in usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs 

of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam? 

 

5.1 Study of cases: @leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam 

The case study focuses on two specific cities in the Netherlands: Leeuwarden, a mid-size and 

somewhat internationally unknown city in rural North, and the capital and much larger city 

Amsterdam. Leeuwarden was chosen because it is one of the first cities in the Netherlands 

that started to use Instagram and they have gained many followers during the first seven 

months of 2016, despite its small size and anonymity. Leeuwarden is often described as 

‘underdog city’. It has a relatively small marketing team in charge of managing the 

@leeuwardenstad Instagram account with about 4.600 followers at the time this study was 

done. Amsterdam as a city, in contrast to Leeuwarden, is much more famous worldwide and 

their Instagram account, @iamsterdam, has about 29.900 followers at this point. In the 

beginning of this thesis, back in 2015, Amsterdam did not have an Instagram account for 

tourist promoting tourism. During the course of this research, it was observed that the 

instagram account of Amsterdam began its activities after more than 150 weeks of idleness 

and it attracted a lot of popularity over a short period of time. This phenomena made 

Amsterdam a very interesting case study. Amsterdam Marketing, the organisation that is 

responsible for the city branding of Amsterdam has 3 employees for their social media 
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activities, of which only 1 person is responsible for their Instagram account @iamsterdam. 

Leeuwarden Marketing, responsible for city branding of Leeuwarden, has a similar situation 

with 1 person responsible for activities on their @leeuwardenstad Instagram account. The 

original case study for this thesis was to only focus on Leeuwarden. However, the case study 

was later changed into a comparative case study between Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

because such comparison would provide a better insight about different DMOs usage of 

Instagram. The comparison, which is based on qualitative methods such as a case study, 

content analysis and semi-structured in-depth interviews, helped me to answer my research 

questions. Looking at the top 25 largest cities in the Netherlands, based on the number of 

inhabitants, 13 cities have DMOs that make use of Instagram for attracting tourists, whereas 

12 cities are not (yet) utilizing Instagram (see table 2). More surprisingly is that in the top 10, 

3 big cities,  including popular tourist city Utrecht, are not making use of Instagram at all. 

 

25 largest cities in the Netherlands DMOs use of Instagram: Yes or no? 

1. Amsterdam Yes: @iamsterdam 

2. Rotterdam Yes: @rotterdam_info 

3. The Hague Yes: @thisisthehague 

4. Utrecht No 

5. Eindhoven Yes: @eindhovencity 

6. Tilburg No 

7. Groningen Yes: @er.gaat.niets.boven.groningen 

8. Almere Yes: @vvvalmere 

9. Breda No 

10. Nijmegen Yes: @regioarnhemnijmegen 

11. Apeldoorn No 

12. Haarlem No 

13. Enschede Yes: @stadvannu 

14. Arnhem Yes: @regioarnhemnijmegen 

15. Amersfoort Yes: @tijdvooramersfoort 

16. Zaanstad (Zaandam) No 
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17. Den Bosch No 

18. Haarlemmermeer (Hoofddorp) No 

19. Zwolle No 

20. Zoetermeer No 

21. Leiden Yes: @stadvanontdekkingen 

22. Maastricht Yes: @visitmaastricht 

23. Dordrecht No 

24. Ede No 

25. Leeuwarden Yes: @leeuwardenstad  

Table 3    DMOs of largest cities in the Netherlands using Instagram 

 

5.2 Qualitative research explained 

This thesis is heavily based on qualitative methods, containing a content analysis, as well as 

semi-structured in-depth interviews and a case study as overarching method of the content 

analysis and interviews. Several principles can be named for choosing this method. Many 

academic researchers have described what qualitative research entails. According to Given 

“qualitative methods are specifically used to explore new phenomena and to discover 

thoughts, feelings or interpretations of meaning and process of individuals.” (Given 2008, 

26). These aspects of qualitative methods are very relevant for this thesis since they focus on 

exploring new phenomena such as how DMOs make use of Instagram and it allows to 

discover DMOs thoughts, feelings and interpretations in this case. Similar to this, Corbin and 

Strauss explain that “qualitative methods can be used to explore substantive areas about 

which little is known to gain novel understandings (Corbin and Strauss 1998, 11). Little is 

known about DMOs usage of social media. Therefore qualitative research seems very 

relevant in this case. Berg (2001) names several qualitative data collection methods: 

observational methods, in-depth interviewing, group discussions, narratives and analysis of 

documentary evidence (Berg 2001, 3). This thesis is based on in-depth interviews and 

documented evidences. Interviews as a method were chosen to provide an in-depth 

understanding about DMOs perspective on using Instagram. The content analysis had a 

similar purpose and was used to see how DMOs use Instagram in practice. Ritchie and Lewis 

(2003) refer to this idea and explain that the aim of qualitative methods is to get an in-depth 

understanding of the social world of research participants by learning about their social and 
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material circumstances, their experiences and histories (Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 3). Both the 

interviews and content analysis contributed to getting a deeper understanding about these 

aspects named by Ritchie and Lewis. They also describe that samples are small in scale and 

purposively selected on the basis of salient criteria that will be explained in next sections. 

Ritchie and Lewis continue by mentioning the data collection methods, which are usually 

based on close contact between researcher and research participants, are usually interactive. 

This idea comes back in the interview process where there was close contact with the 

interviewees over a period of time through Skype, real-life visits and emails. Furthermore 

Ritchie and Lewis describe that in qualitative research “information is very detailed, rich and 

extensive.” (Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 5). Also patterns of association and detailed description 

can come out of such method. Similarities and differences between affordances approaches 

by Kietzmann et al. and Spector and between a content analysis and interviews are examples 

of this. Finally, Ritchie and Lewis explain that the outputs of qualitative research focus on 

interpretation of social meaning, through mapping and ‘re-presenting’ the social world of 

research participants (Ritchie and Lewis, in Berg 2001, 3). Hancké believes that solely 

relying on interviews is not sufficient in academic research. In order to make research 

convincing for a sceptic audience of scholars, one should not rely on interview data alone. 

Hancké mentions that “you corroborate your interviews with other, independent material: 

other interviews, research reports, annual reports, newspaper articles, etc.” (Hancké 2009, 

104). Collecting more pieces of information helps to match with other pieces of information, 

making it possible to create convincing research, which has is something this thesis aims to 

achieve. Flick refers to the limitations of quantitative approaches which have been the 

starting point for using qualitative methods in research (Flick 2009, 13). According to Strauss 

and Corbin “qualitative research is not primarily based on counting or quantifying empirical 

material.” Qualitative research is thus not based on statistical procedures or other means of 

quantification (Strauss and Corbin 1998, 11). Ritchie and Lewis explain that quantitative 

methods focus on hypothesis testing, causal explanations, generalisation and prediction 

(Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 14). Since quantitative methods do not focus on in-depth 

understandings, discovering thoughts or meanings and acquiring rich information, these 

methods have not been used for this thesis. This thesis does not cover the statistical data 

gathering. 
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5.3 Qualitative content analysis as a research method 

As a part of qualitative methods, content analysis is the first method that has been used in this 

thesis. Several principles can be named why content analysis has been chosen. As Julien 

describes, qualitative methods are widely applied in social sciences and are commonly used 

for analysing textual data, including interview transcripts, recorded observations, narratives, 

responses to open-ended questionnaire items, speeches, postings to listservs, and media such 

as drawings, photographs and video (Julien 2008, in Given 2008, 120). This thesis partly 

focuses on analysing content on Instagram accounts. Therefore this method is very relevant 

and preferred for this thesis. Content here not only entails photos but also captions, 

comments, hashtags and profile pages, including biographies. Instagram provides the 

opportunity to analyse all this content, both in the app and the website. Krippendorff explains 

that “as a research technique, content analysis provides new insights and increases a 

researcher's understanding of particular phenomena.” (Krippendorff 2004, 18). This thesis 

aims to acquire new insights and understanding in DMOs usage of Instagram since this is a 

relatively new and unexplored topic. Julien explains that categorizing qualitative textual data 

into clusters of similar entities, or conceptual categories, in order to identify consistent 

patterns and relationships between variables or themes are the main purposes of a content 

analysis (Julien 2008, in Given 2008, 120). This idea comes back in the analysis of this 

thesis. The analysis is structured around the affordances of Kietzmann et al. and Spector and 

each affordance is divided into categories in order to find relationships such as similarities or 

differences. Moreover, content analysis as an analytical method is useful for reducing data 

and making sense of them by giving it a meaning (Given 2008, 120). Giving meaning to 

analysed content is part of this thesis. Julien also describes that a content analysis can be seen 

as an interpretive method which involves close reading of it. By using this method it is 

important to understand that content is open to subjective interpretation, that it reflects 

multiple meanings and that it is context dependent as being part of a larger discourse (Julien 

2008, in Given 2008, 120). Subjective interpretation can be seen as a potential pitfall or 

drawback for this thesis. However, interpretation also creates opportunities since it allows to 

highlight different or new perspectives on certain topics. Another potential drawback of a 

content analysis is that, in the case of this thesis, it does not cover all content on both 

Instagram accounts. Instead, it focuses on a limited number of posts and other content 

because of the research scope. However, the analysis in this thesis is still extensive and in-

depth. 
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5.4 Data selection content analysis 

The data collection is based on Instagram pages of two DMOs in the Netherlands: 

Leeuwarden (@leeuwardenstad) and Amsterdam (@iamsterdam). These two cities are the 

main case study of this thesis and their Instagram accounts have provided enough 

information, hence other cities are not included in content analysis. @leeuwardenstad uses 

the page to brand the city in order to attract more tourists and create a positive image. Their 

shared photos mainly show themes such as water technology, royal residence city, 

architecture, nature and other aspects that show the beautiful side of the city. Their Instagram 

account was founded at the end of 2014. @iamsterdam also uses the Instagram account to 

brand the city in order to attract more tourists and create a positive image. Their account 

mainly shows photos with people in it, with architecture and unknown places around the 

centre and region. Their account started very recently, in January 2016. The decision was 

made to analyse the last 100 photos on both accounts of @leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam 

because of the limited time scope of the research, making it a total of 200 analysed photos for 

the content analysis. The analysis was conducted during June and July 2016. All analysed 

photos were posted since early January 2016. To date (August 2016) both accounts have been 

active with new posts being published on a daily basis. Instagram posts and other content that 

were relevant for this research, meaning that they could be analysed and connected to the 

affordances approaches of Kietzmann et al. and Spector in the theoretical framework, were 

saved as a print screen and exported to an additional document. This document, containing 

the collected data, was structured around the relevant affordances aspects by Kietzmann et al. 

(functional blocks affordances: identity, conversations, sharing, presence, relationships, 

reputation and groups) and Spector (positive ICT affordances: collaboration, reflection, 

interaction, dialogue, creativity, organisation, inquiry and authenticity), and ordered on 

publishing dates. Alongside the images, other aspects including captions, hashtags, mentions, 

photo credits and profile pages with biographies were analysed during the analysis of posts 

and profile pages by carefully reading textual material next to the photos and looking at 

profile pages itself. However, it must be mentioned here that Instagram is limited when it 

comes to tools to observe accounts and material. Therefore all posts and other content on both 

accounts were manually analysed by scrolling through them in the web version. No additional 

tools have been used and no search terms have been used to find content. The hashtag pools 

of #mooilwd and #iamsterdam have been analysed as well to see how both DMOs interacted 

with people that shared photos on their hashtags, besides the interactivity on their own 

Instagram pages. All relevant content, including posts, captions, hashtags, comments and 



52 
 

biographies, have been translated from Dutch to English. After the analysis of 200 Instagram 

posts and other content such as captions, hashtags, mentions, photo credits and profile pages 

with biographies was done, all content was collected and the most relevant content was 

selected and coded based on the earlier named affordances of Kietzmann et al. and Spector. 

This resulted in 53 selected print screens containing Instagram posts with captions, hashtags, 

mentions, photo credits and profile pages with biographies.  

 

5.5 Qualitative semi-structured in-depth interviews as a research method 

The second qualitative method for this thesis is semi-structured in-depth interviews. Several 

principles can be named why semi-structured in-depth interviews have been chosen for this 

thesis. Ethnographer Malinowski stressed the importance of talking to people in order to 

grasp their point of view, and personal accounts are seen as having central importance in 

social research because of the power of language to illuminate meaning (Ritchie and Lewis 

2003, 138). Because interviews provide an in-depth understanding of DMOs usage of 

Instagram, this method has been chosen. This method provided insights about perspectives 

and personal accounts of Instagram usage. The interview questions were designed based on 

the affordances of Kietzmann et al. and Spector. Several key aspects of in-depth interviews 

are named by Legard, Keegan and Ward (Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 141). First of all in-depth 

interviews are intended to combine structure with flexibility. It allows the researcher to 

change order of topics, to uncover responses and to react to relevant issues raised 

spontaneously by the interviewee. The combination of structure and flexibility made it 

possible to go more in-depth on certain topics. Secondly it allows interactivity between the 

researcher and the interviewee. Thirdly the researcher uses probes and techniques to create 

depth of answer in terms of penetration, exploration and explanation. Follow-up questions 

were used to get a deeper and fuller understanding of the meaning of the interviewee. This 

helped to discover reasons, feelings, opinions and beliefs. Fourth aspect is that in-depth 

interviews allow new knowledge or thoughts to be created (Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 138). 

Since the topic of DMOs usage of Instagram is relatively new and unexplored, the input by 

interviewees helped to obtain new information. Besides the earlier mentioned aspects, the 

importance of face-to-face interviews is emphasized by Legard, Keegan and Ward as well 

(Legard, Keegan and Ward 2003, in Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 138). All these aspects are 

relevant in order to acquire an in-depth understanding of DMOs usage of Instagram and were 

based on the affordance approaches. Therefore semi-structured in-depth interviews were 

preferred and chosen for this thesis. The interviews were arranged in a semi-structured 
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manner. According to Collis and Hussey (2003) this means that a set of questions were 

prepared prior to the interview and that it allowed follow-up questions for further discussion 

of interesting and relevant topics. This approach was preferred because completely structured 

interviews make it difficult to uncover underlying reasons (Collis and Hussey 2009, 195). 

Uncovering underlying reasons was an important aspect for choosing this type of 

interviewing. A potential drawback of semi-structured in-depth interviews is that “creating 

the right rapport also involves demonstrating interest and respect, being able to respond 

flexibly to the interviewee, and being able to show understanding and empathy.” (Thompson 

2000, in Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 143). Since many factors are involved during the interview 

itself, it is challenging to create the right rapport. However, good preparation before 

interviewing helps tremendously.  

 

5.6 Data selection semi-structured in-depth interviews 

For this thesis, two interviews have been conducted with DMOs of Leeuwarden and 

Amsterdam. Relevant data that came out of these interviews was collected, selected and 

structured, as described later on in this section. Both interviews had a total length of 45 

minutes up to 1 hour and 15 minutes. The interviewees were responsible for the activities and 

management of the DMOs Instagram account. The interviews were conducted between the 

25th of July and 1st of August 2016. Besides Leeuwarden and Amsterdam, five more 

interviews have been conducted with DMOs of other cities in the Netherlands: Rotterdam, 

Eindhoven, Amersfoort, Maastricht and Enschede. However, at a later stage the decision was 

made to not include these cities because this thesis focuses on two case cities. Adding five 

more cities to the interview section would have made it confusing for the reader. It is 

important to note that the input from these other interviews might have had an impact on the 

analysis and other parts of this thesis, even though this research aims to be as objective and 

unbiased as possible. Before conducting interviews, fourteen DMOs using Instagram of the 

largest cities in the Netherlands were asked via email whether they wanted to participate in 

this research or not (see Appendix I for the mail). This was done on the 16th of July 2016. 

Reminders have been sent to several DMOs in the days after this. Several DMOs replied that 

they did not have the capacity to participate because of the holiday season and some of them 

were not interested for various reasons. DMOs that showed interest to participate received 

additional information and answers on questions they asked. An agreement of participation 

was made, followed by interview appointments. The interview with Amsterdam Marketing 

took place on Skype because of the big distance between the Netherlands and Sweden. 
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However, the interview with Marketing Leeuwarden was conducted at their office in 

Leeuwarden. The interviews were performed by phone or video calls through Skype, 

depending on the DMOs preference. An interview guide with questions divided in sections 

(see Appendix II for the interview guide) was created. However, since the interviews were 

semi-structured, several questions were added during the interviews and the order changed 

regularly, which allowed to discuss important topics which were not included in the interview 

guide. Questions were designed based the affordances approaches of Kietzmann et al. and 

Spector and on academic articles which were used in the background, literature review and 

theoretical framework of this thesis. In the analysis (chapter 6) the interviews were analysed 

based on these affordances approaches. Some of the DMOs asked to send questions to them 

prior to the interview because they wanted to prepare and see if they could make time for the 

interview because of busy agendas. A sketchy list was sent to them. Together with this it was 

emphasised that additional questions could arise during the interview itself. All the interviews 

were recorded on a smartphone. The recordings were used to write down the interviews. 

Since all interviews were held in Dutch a translation was made to English. All interviewees 

received the translated transcript for review and based on their feedback the final version was 

made. Interview transcripts were not included in this thesis. However, interview quotes were 

used in the analysis chapter. Interview transcripts are available upon request. 

 

5.7 Ethical considerations, validity, reliability and limitations 

Several things were to be considered while conducting this research. First of all ethical 

considerations. According to Ritchie and Lewis “the researcher must learn to empathise with 

different points of view.” They also mention that retaining an objective and neutral approach 

might be challenging if a researcher is personally drawn to or involved in the research subject 

(Ritchie and Lewis 2003, 159). These ethical issues might be challenging because of cultural 

background, social setting, experience and intentions of researchers. However, this thesis 

aims to be as unbiased as possible. To achieve this, everything is explained as transparent as 

possible. Flick has a similar perspective and adds to this that “despite all the methodological 

controls, influences from interests, social and cultural backgrounds are difficult to avoid in 

research and its findings.” (Flick 2009, 14). According to him, these aspects influence the 

formulation or research questions, hypothesis and interpretation of data and relations (Ibid., 

14). Here again, this thesis aims to be objective and unbiased. Flick also names that “growing 

sensitivity for ethical issues in research has led to formulation of a large number of codes of 

ethics and the establishment of ethics committees.” (Ibid., 36). Furthermore, Flick mentions 



55 
 

that persons observed or questioned may not become subject to any disadvantages or dangers 

as a result of the research (Ibid., 37). Sensitive topics that may cause disadvantages or 

dangers have therefore not been included in this research, also because the affordances 

approaches are not covering these topics. It is also important to note here that both DMOs of 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam have agreed on the usage of print screens of their Instagram 

accounts for this thesis, since most images on their accounts were shared on hashtags that 

belong to their brand or trademark. They gave permission for using this material. Another 

ethical issue is that of duplicating existing research or not having the quality to contribute 

new knowledge to existing knowledge, as Flick describes (Ibid., 40). This thesis contributes 

with new knowledge to the academic field of media and communication studies by exploring 

a relatively new and unexplored topic: DMOs usage of Instagram. Finally, Flick mentions 

that “doing justice to participants in analysing data” means that interpretations are really 

grounded in the data, for example through interview statements (Ibid., 40). The answers 

received by the interviewees are used in this thesis. 

  When it comes to validity and reliability, Julien mentions that these aspects are 

important for creating a robust content analysis. Trustworthiness and credibility is what a 

researcher is looking for by conducting iterative analyses, seeking negative or contradictory 

examples, seeking confirmatory data through methodological triangulation and providing 

supporting examples for drawing conclusions. Identifying and analysing content by more 

than one researcher and seeking agreement between different researchers makes research 

more trustworthy (Julien 2008, in Given 2008, 121). This thesis follows this idea by using 

different affordances approaches and interviewing more people in order to get a broader 

perspective on DMOs usage of Instagram. Besides that a researcher needs to consider missing 

elements that are not presented in analysed content (Ibid., 121). 

 Finally, limitations of this study need to be addressed again (as earlier described in the 

introduction chapter). This thesis is limited to the cases of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

because of the scope of this research, meaning that there was not enough time to cover more 

cities. Because of this, the outcomes of this thesis cannot be generalised for all cities. This 

thesis uses three qualitative methods: a case study, a content analysis and interviews. 

Quantitative methods have not been used because of the research scope and because this 

thesis does not focus on statistical procedures or quantification. Lastly, this thesis focuses on 

affordances approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector. These approaches highlight certain 

affordances. Because affordances are influenced by interests of social and cultural 

background, this might have influenced the theories of Kietzmann et al. and Spector. Since 
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this research is limited to two approaches, it might not cover all affordances. Additionally, 

also influences of own interests, social and cultural background might have influenced the 

own interpretation of the affordances approaches. However, the aim is to be as objective and 

unbiased as possible. 
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6. Analysis 

 

This chapter contains the analysis of both Instagram pages of @leeuwardenstad and 

@iamsterdam. The first part analyses the content and interviews based on the affordance 

approaches of Kietzmann et al., whereas the second part focuses on Spector’s approach. Both 

sections will highlight best practices including print screens and quote from the interviews 

that were conducted. Each section ends with findings. 

 

6.1 Affordances analysis Kietzmann et al. 

 

Identity:  

 

@leeuwardenstad 

The first affordance of ‘identity’ by Kietzmann et al. shows what Leeuwarden’s Instagram 

account @leeuwardenstad, owned by Marketing Leeuwarden, wants to show us. Their own 

identity is about showing the ‘beautiful side of Leeuwarden’, as written in the biography 

(Figure 2), with main themes in photos: water technology and royal residence city.  

 

 

Figure 2     The @leeuwardenstad Instagram biography showing the identity of Leeuwarden 

 

Shared photos on this account were selected by the online marketer and communication 

officer of Marketing Leeuwarden (after this named as ‘Marketing Leeuwarden’) which is 

responsible for all the activities on the @leeuwardenstad account. The selected photos 

represent the identity of the city because they show what Marketing Leeuwarden wants others 

to see since photos are carefully selected to fit the earlier mentioned main themes (Figure 3). 

In the biography they also state that they are the official page for Marketing Leeuwarden, 

making it look like an authority. 
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Figure 3    @leeuwardenstad shares photos that represent their identity 

 

According to Kietzmann et al., the account does not reveal a person’s real identity 

(Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 243) because Marketing Leeuwarden 

is managing the account but this is not to be found back there. It is an example of a virtual 

identity of the organisation itself (Figure 2), using a nickname as Kietzmann et al. explain. 

Such identity does not reveal age and gender for example (Ibid., 243). For followers and 

visitors of the @leeuwardenstad Instagram account it is not clear who is managing the 

account. However, showing real identity is not required on Instagram. The identity of the 

account also comes back through expression of feelings and thoughts in posts such as 

enthusiasm about Leeuwarden, which can be connected to Kietzmann et al. as well, who talks 
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about subjective information such as thoughts, feelings, likes and dislikes (Ibid., 243). One 

caption (Figure 4) by @leeuwardenstad for example expresses this: “That beautiful rainbow 

was a while ago but wow what a beautiful picture!”. This clearly shows the enthusiasm of 

@leeuwardenstad about pictures they receive on their hashtag. 

 

 

Figure 4    @leeuwardenstad shares photo with caption: “That beautiful rainbow was a 

while ago but wow what a beautiful picture!” 

 

The logo/icon used on this Instagram account shows the shape of the city centre of 

Leeuwarden with the slogan ‘Look, that is the beautiful side of Leeuwarden’. The biography 

(Figure 2) on their account promotes the usage of the hashtag #mooilwd (‘mooi’ means 

‘beautiful’ and ‘lwd’ is the short name for Leeuwarden) which is included in most 

promotional activities by Marketing Leeuwarden as well, as explained by Marketing 

Leeuwarden in the interview that was conducted for this thesis (Interview 1): “We promoted 

the hashtag through posters and billboards, and we used it in our offline channels. We did this 

because it is difficult to carry this out online, because people are not always convinced about 

the usage of online media.” This hashtag is part of the identity because it shows what this 

Instagram account is all about: showing the beautiful side of Leeuwarden. Furthermore it can 

be mentioned that, when @leeuwardenstad shares pictures that were created by other people 
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using the hashtag #mooilwd, @leeuwardenstad shares credits of the owner of the photos 

(Figure 5 and 6). This can be related to the sharing affordance of Kietzmann et al, which is 

about co-construction. 

 

Figure 5    Photo credits of the photo owner are used 
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Figure 6    Another example of photo credits 

 

Marketing Leeuwarden explains (Interview 1): “To save a lot of time, I upload pictures, but 

tag the owners in it so that they will get the credits for it. They usually feel very honoured if 

their picture shows up on our channel.” One example of someone who shared a photo on 

#mooilwd, which got shared by @leeuwardenstad, shows this. The owner commented: 

“Thank you for sharing!” (Figure 7). By sharing credits @leeuwardenstad helps other users to 

get more noticed, which might result in more likes and followers for the users. 
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Figure 7    Photo owner comments back: “Thank you for sharing!”  

 

In some cases, the real name of that person is visible, depending on their account name, 

which is a real identity as Kietzmann et al. name it (Ibid., 244). In some cases, a virtual 

identity name has been used, depending on the user’s account name. Kietzmann et al. 

mention the issue of privacy, where people might not agree with what happens with their 

information (Ibid., 244). However, Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) explains: “Basically 

there is no privacy issue. People know that if they upload a photo on Instagram everyone is 

allowed to use it. How we do it is that we don’t use photos without tagging someone in it. If 

we use photos for different purposes, we ask the owners for permission. We make sure that 

shared photos don’t show personal things.” Based on the analysis, it is noticeable that 

@leeuwardenstad indeed always tags photo owners in captions and that personal things are 

not shared. However, it is questionable whether all users are aware of the idea that everyone 

is allowed to use their photos. With their identity, Leeuwarden is focusing on self-branding, 

as Kietzmann et al. name it (Ibid., 244). The city brands itself through photos of other users 

(Figure 5 and 6).  
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@iamsterdam 

@iamsterdam uses the same approach as Leeuwarden when it comes to identity on 

Instagram. The account, owned by Amsterdam Marketing, shows the famous campaign 

through its logo, saying: I am (Figure 8), which is a shorter name for ‘I amsterdam’. This is 

the identity of the account. According to Kietzmann et al. this is also an example of a virtual 

identity as well because Amsterdam uses the nickname @iamsterdam (Kietzmann, 

Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 244). No real identity of a person has been used 

(Figure 8) (Ibid., 243) but that is not the purpose of this account either. The ‘I am’ idea comes 

back in the biography. Amsterdam is a city for everyone. The biography encourages people to 

use the hashtag, as they mention: “Tag your pics with #iamsterdam”. This can be interpreted 

in such a way that others also become part of the ‘I am’ campaign (Figure 8).  

 

 

Figure 8    The Instagram biography of @iamsterdam showing the identity of I amsterdam 

 

That the city is a city for everyone is noticeable by looking at the shared pictures on this 

Instagram account. Most pictures are shared by others. By sharing users show that they are 

part of the ‘I am’ campaign. Photos shared on the @iamsterdam account are usually selected 

by Amsterdam Marketing. They represent what Amsterdam Marketing wants to show of 

Amsterdam: that it is a city for everyone (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9    Shared images by @iamsterdam represent the identity of Amsterdam 

 

As Kietzmann et al. mention, Amsterdam Marketing also shows feelings and thoughts about 

the city (Figure 10), which is part of the identity (Ibid., 243). The digital marketer officer of 

Amsterdam Marketing (after this named as ‘Amsterdam Marketing’) (Interview 2) adds to 

this that: “We prefer to use photos with people in it because Amsterdam is a city for people. 

It should not be too much edited and it has to be realistic. And we check what is nice. 

Amsterdam is very diverse. The lively side is important to show. It is not our style to only 

have art photos of buildings.” Looking at the shared images by @iamsterdam, it is noticeable 

that many pictures show a lively city with people in it. Most pictures show a realistic image 

of Amsterdam. This shows the identity of Amsterdam. 
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Figure 10    @iamsterdam expresses feelings and thoughts about Amsterdam 

 

When it comes to the selection of photos Amsterdam Marketing does not want to highlight 

more controversial aspects such as coffee shops or the red light district. They focus on what 

they want to show. This can be noticed when analysing the photos that @iamsterdam shared, 

which show the earlier mentioned themes (Figure 9). The difference with Leeuwarden is that 

‘I amsterdam’ as a campaign has been very popular since Amsterdam started using it, already 

before Instagram was used by Amsterdam Marketing. The huge ‘I amsterdam’ statue in front 

of the Rijksmuseum became a symbol for the city. It is part of the identity of Amsterdam and 

is has been used for their Instagram activities. Similar to Leeuwarden, Amsterdam Marketing 

does not ask the owners of photos for permission because the hashtag is a part of their brand 

and identity. Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2): “In principle, if people use this hashtag, 

they give us permission to use it. If I search for specific images and the hashtag has not been 

used then I ask the owner below the picture if we can use it. Usually they agree on it.” 

However, this has not been analysed for this thesis. Some pictures with credits of the owner 

reveal the real identity, some photos only show the nickname, referring back to virtual 

identity by Kietzmann et al. In relation to this, Kietzmann et al. name the issue of privacy 

(Ibid., 244). #iamsterdam is a trademark owned by Amsterdam Marketing and the account 

biography explains that using the hashtag means that they have permission to use the content 
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(Figure 8). As mentioned before, usually people agree on this and similar to Leeuwarden is 

that people feel honoured by this (Figure 11). Finally, this analysis shows that identity is one 

of the most important and main affordances of Instagram. 

 

 

Figure 11    Photo owner comments back: “Thanks for sharing @iamsterdam. Great 

experience!” 

 

Conversations:  

 

@leeuwardenstad 

Communication with others is what makes ‘conversations’, the second affordance of 

Kietzmann et al. Interaction between Marketing Leeuwarden and other users is part of this 

affordance as well. This affordance can be related to Spector’s interaction and dialogue 

affordances, since it deals with conversations. It also relates to reputation by Kietzmann et al. 

because of the city image which can be influenced by conversations. Marketing Leeuwarden 

regularly comments on messages which are posted below uploaded pictures of Leeuwarden 

and on photos shared on hashtag #mooilwd. Also other users comment on each other below 

pictures on @leeuwardenstad, which is something Marketing Leeuwarden checks regularly 

through tools, as described later on. However, the number of comments on @leeuwardenstad 
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is not that high yet which makes it easier to follow conversations by others. As analysed, 

most photos have between 0 and 10 comments, which is not difficult to follow for the only 

person who is responsible for Instagram activities at Marketing Leeuwarden. Most analysed 

conversations include comments about how beautiful the picture or city is. Kietzmann et al. 

mention that messages might be ephemeral, meaning that commenting on it is not always 

necessary (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 244). Some analysed 

questions or comments sent to @leeuwardenstad remain unanswered. Kietzmann et al. refer 

to tools and capabilities that are needed to follow conversations (Ibid., 244). Leeuwarden uses 

Iconosquare for this. Marketing Leeuwarden tries to stimulate conversations by asking 

questions in captions and commenting back. As an example (Figure 12) Marketing 

Leeuwarden asked the question: “Do you know this unique place in #mooilwd yet?”. Another 

user answered by saying: “Yes, Gabbemagasthuis, isn’t it?” 

 

 

Figure 12    @leeuwardenstad asks: “Do you know this unique place in #mooilwd yet?” and 

another user replies: “Yes, Gabbemagasthuis, isn’t it?” 

 

It is important to mention that Marketing Leeuwarden does not have complete control over 

what is posted on hashtag #mooilwd, their hashtag, because every Instagram user is allowed 

to add content to this hashtag. Despite all the efforts in creating a good image for 

Leeuwarden, content on this hashtag might change conversations in a positive or negative 

manner. The analysed content on #mooilwd seems to be remarkably positive, showing the 
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beautiful side of Leeuwarden. Kietzmann et al. describe that people use social media for 

different purposes, meaning that some use it for finding like-minded people, to find true love, 

to build their self-esteem, whereas others users might use it for spreading messages about 

impacting humanitarian causes, environmental problems, economic issues or political debates 

(Ibid., 244). However, Marketing Leeuwarden does not receive many controversial photos or 

photos with sensitive topics on hashtag #mooilwd, whereas Amsterdam Marketing actually 

receives more controversial content posted on #iamsterdam (Figure 14), which is a 

remarkable difference. 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam Marketing uses a conversation approach similar to Leeuwarden. Amsterdam 

Marketing occasionally reacts on photos which are shared on hashtag #iamsterdam. This is 

also mentioned by Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2): “We do this every now and then. My 

priority is to like them because that is achievable. Sometimes I react on people that they are 

on their flight to Amsterdam. I welcome them.” It was difficult to retrieve this because of the 

huge amount of photos shared on their hashtag. Therefore this was not included in this 

analysis. Just like Leeuwarden, @iamsterdam uses questions in order to stimulate creation of 

conversations. For example, @iamsterdam asked: “Where are you going to celebrate the 

weekend?”, and other users commented back: “We are heading to Milkshake!”. 

@iamsterdam commented back: “Enjoy!” (Figure 13). This shows how Amsterdam 

Marketing creates conversations. 
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Figure 13    @iamsterdam asks: “Where are you going to celebrate the weekend?”, and 

other users reply to this 

 

A bigger difference can be seen when looking at the number of comments on photos shared 

by @iamsterdam. Each photo receives between 0 and 40 comments, making it more difficult 

for Amsterdam Marketing to check everything since only one person is responsible for 

managing Instagram. As analysed, @iamsterdam regularly comments on photos shared on 

their own account. However, not all comments and questions are answered. Also Amsterdam 

Marketing does not have complete control over what is shared on hashtag #iamsterdam 

(Figure 14). Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) explains: “We don’t promote the coffee 

shops and Wallen [red light district] actively because people know this, so it is not necessary 

to show it. But if people post this on our hashtag, we allow that because it’s Amsterdam. But 

we won’t share it.” This also refers back to the identity that Amsterdam wants to show, as 

described earlier. 
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Figure 14    Amsterdam Marketing does not have control over what is shared on 

#iamsterdam 

 

Similar to Leeuwarden, the content on the hashtag might influence conversations and 

together with that the image of Amsterdam. Looking at the content shared on hashtag 

#iamsterdam, as analysed, someone might get a very different idea about Amsterdam (Figure 

14) compared to looking at the content shared at @iamsterdam’s Instagram page (Figure 9). 

Besides the positive contributions, Kietzmann et al. describes that people might use the 

hashtag for humanitarian causes, political debates and other issues, which happened before, 

according to Amsterdam Marketing (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 

244). Conversations that include sensitive topics might lead to an unfavourable situation for 

city branding, as Kietzmann et al. describe (Ibid., 244). Again, what is posted on hashtag 
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#iamsterdam also shows other sides of Amsterdam compared to @iamsterdam’s shared 

photos. Finally, this analysis shows that conversations is a quite important affordance for 

Instagram. However, it is not one of the most important affordances of the platform. 

 

Sharing:  

 

@leeuwardenstad 

The third affordance of Kietzmann et al. is that of ‘sharing’. Sharing within the platform is an 

important aspect of Instagram in general. Marketing Leeuwarden decided to create the 

strategy to use pictures by others for promotion of the city on their account @leeuwardenstad, 

which relates back to the collaboration and relationship affordance as well because it is user-

generated content. Rather than showing pictures made by themselves @leeuwardenstad 

decided to do it in a different way. According to Engström, sharing pictures is one of the 

“reasons why people meet online and associate with each other.” (Engström, in Kietzmann, 

Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 245). Furthermore shared objects of interest 

mediate ties between people. This can be seen when looking at the hashtag pool of #mooilwd, 

where people meet each other, comment on each other's photos and share the same interest: 

Leeuwarden. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) explains about their account: “It really is 

user-generated content. We show Leeuwarden through the eyes of visitors and inhabitants. 

Actually we tell the stories by them to others, because we share the pictures.” As an example 

@leeuwardenstad posted: “Summer in Leeuwarden = Paddle surfing in the canals. It’s 

possible again! Nice picture by @travelingdutchies.” (Figure 15). Here it shows that 

Marketing Leeuwarden shares photos by other users. 
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Figure 15    @leeuwardenstad shares pictures created by other Instagram users 

 

Shared photos on hashtag #mooilwd are checked manually by Marketing Leeuwarden. 

Kietzmann et al. talk about the degree to which content can and should be shared (Ibid., 245). 

The photos shared by @leeuwardenstad only show the positive side of the city, not the less 

attractive side. This is quite obvious since they want to attract more visitors and tourists and 

create a better image for the city. Amsterdam Marketing uses the same approach. The hashtag 

is very important for promotion and city branding. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) 

describes: “I thought: We should show the beautiful side of Leeuwarden. Then I came to the 

idea to use #mooileeuwarden. But that hashtag was too long. I made something easier and 

decided to use the short name of the city, so it became #mooilwd.” According to Marketing 

Leeuwarden, using the hashtag #mooilwd has several advantages. It creates a pool (Figure 

16) in which people share things about the same thing and people are able to find each other 

and have the same shared interest: in this case sharing or looking at pictures of Leeuwarden. 

This can be related to the idea of shared interests by Kietzmann et al. (Ibid., 245). This pool 

exists of people who live in Leeuwarden or visit the city. Several users share pictures, 

comment or like photos in this pool regularly. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) adds to 

this: “For us this is a some sort of a marketing tool, because our pool includes many fans of 

Leeuwarden and a lot of visual materials which we could use for our campaigns.” Marketing 
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Leeuwarden actually used Instagram photos for online and offline promotion tools, as 

described later on. 

 

 

Figure 16    An Instagram ‘pool’ of Leeuwarden pictures shared by Instagram users 

 

Besides having advantages for Marketing Leeuwarden, hashtags also has advantages for users 

itself. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) explains: “People know that many people look at 

these hashtags, so that their reach becomes much bigger. They know that we, as an 

organisation, look at the pictures and maybe repost them. That is an advantage for them, 

because they want to show pictures to more people.” As analysed, it shows that there are 

active users in the pool that are sharing, liking and commenting on pictures regularly. In 

order to make the hashtag #mooilwd more popular, Marketing Leeuwarden decided to 
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promote it in different ways. First of all in offline campaigns such as postcards with pictures 

of shared Instagram pictures on the postcard. Second, through social media channels 

(Facebook, Twitter) and third, through several Instawalks, which is an event organised by 

Marketing Leeuwarden where a local guide shows beautiful parts of Leeuwarden and 

Instagram users take pictures. The last Instawalk was promoted on their Instagram account 

(Figure 17).  

 

 

Figure 17    Promotion for the Instawalk in Leeuwarden 

 

Everyone was allowed to join the Instawalk. Here Marketing Leeuwarden asked people to use 

the hashtag #mooilwd. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) explains: “At first it [the 

Instawalk] was very small, but the third edition was quite big and we received many photos 

on the hashtag #mooilwd.” Besides this the Instagram account of @leeuwardenstad promotes 

the hashtag in each Instagram post (Figure 18). Other users also make use of this hashtag as 

well to share photos with others.  
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Figure 18    @leeuwardenstad promotes #mooilwd through photo captions 

 

The hashtag #mooilwd is also promoted in the biography of the account itself, where it says: 

“Use #mooilwd.” Already more than 5.000 posts have been shared by fans of Leeuwarden 

(Figure 19) on this hashtag and the number keeps increasing with a number of new photos 

each day. This shows that the hashtag is actively used. The hashtag became a main node in 

the network. It is noticeable that some Instagram users use this hashtag regularly for sharing 

Leeuwarden photos. According to Kietzmann et al. this shared love for Leeuwarden is an 

example of an “object of sociality that users have in common.” (Ibid., 243). It is an example 

of shared interests.  
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Figure 19    More than 5.000 photos have been shared on #mooilwd 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam Marketing chose a similar strategy to Leeuwarden when it comes to sharing 

photos that were shared by others on their hashtag #iamsterdam (Figure 20 and 21). However, 

Amsterdam Marketing not only uses photos shared by others, but also use their own created  

content every now and then. As analysed, Marketing Leeuwarden does not do this regularly. 

Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) explains: “We look at photos that have been posted on 

this hashtag. We share this content as well so that we become a platform for everyone, for 

those who visit us. It’s very nice to share pictures through the eyes of everyone, not only 

from our perspective.” This is a similar perspective on sharing content as Leeuwarden and 

relates back to the affordances of Kietzmann et al. because it mediates the ties between 

people (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 245). Using photos by others 

and giving them credits in photo captions shows that Amsterdam Marketing appreciates the 

content that is shared on hashtag #iamsterdam and motivates people to continue using the 

hashtag. 
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Figure 20    @iamsterdam shares photos created by other Instagram users 

 

 

Figure 21    Another example: @iamsterdam shares photos created by other Instagram users 

 

The hashtag #iamsterdam is very popular with over 466.000 photos tagged in this hashtag 

(Figure 22). It is important to mention that the hashtag was already popular before 
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Amsterdam Marketing started using it on Instagram. This in contrast to Leeuwarden where 

the hashtag has not really been used before it was utilised by Marketing Leeuwarden itself. In 

that sense it takes more effort for Marketing Leeuwarden to create a popular hashtag 

compared to Amsterdam Marketing. 

 

 

Figure 22    More than 466.000 photos have been shared by other Instagram users on 

#iamsterdam 

 

Amsterdam Marketing promotes sharing pictures on hashtag #iamsterdam through its  

biography (Figure 8) and the use of the hashtag in photo captions on their own account 
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(Figure 23), similar to Leeuwarden. Hundreds of photos are shared by other users on this 

hashtag every day. This also made it more difficult to analyse the content on hashtag 

#iamsterdam because of the huge amount of shared photos. 

 

 

Figure 23    @iamsterdam promotes the #iamsterdam hashtag in photo captions 

 

Shared interest, as Kietzmann et al. describe, comes back by the usage of this hashtag as well 

(Ibid., 243). People that share photos on #iamsterdam have, in most cases, in common that 

they love Amsterdam. As explained earlier, not all content shared by others shows what 

@iamsterdam wants to show. Using the hashtag gives users more visibility as well. However, 

due to the huge amount of photos shared on #iamsterdam, building relationships, as 

Kietzmann et al. describe, is not always easy for Amsterdam Marketing (Ibid., 243). This 

aspect is highlighted more in the relationships affordance of Kietzmann et al. The degree to 

which something can or should be shared, as Kietzmann et al. mentioned earlier in the 

identity part (Ibid., 243), made Amsterdam Marketing decide not to use photos by others that 

highlight controversial aspects such as coffee shops or the red light district. Once again, when 

looking at hashtag #iamsterdam, one might get a different perspective of Amsterdam 

compared to looking at the content shared on the account of @iamsterdam. As this analysis 

shows, sharing is one of the most important and main affordances of Instagram. 

 

Presence: 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

The fourth affordance of ‘presence’ by Kietzmann et al. is a bit more difficult to use. 
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Therefore it was more challenging to find examples for this affordance as evidence. 

According to Kietzmann et al. presence “includes knowing where others are, in the virtual 

world and/or in the real world and whether they are available.” In the virtual world this can 

be seen through status lines such as ‘available’ or ‘hidden’ (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy 

and Silvestre 2011, 246). However, Instagram at this point does not offer an option to see if 

users are online or offline. There are no ‘available’ or ‘hidden’ status lines. However, when it 

comes to the ‘real world’ Instagram offers the option to add a location tag to a post. 

Marketing Leeuwarden makes a lot of use of this feature in order to make sure that people 

know where the picture has been taken. Most of the times they use the location tag 

‘Leeuwarden, Friesland’ (Leeuwarden is capital of the province of Friesland). Many other 

posts shared by @leeuwardenstad are not really specific about their exact location. However, 

some of them are more precise such as Prinsentuin Leeuwarden (Figure 24) and De Alde 

Feanen (Figure 25) and more. This makes it easier for followers and visitors of the Instagram 

account and hashtag to know where the photos have been created. 

 

 

Figure 24    @leeuwardenstad uses locations and hashtags for Prinsentuin Leeuwarden 
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Figure 25    Another example of specific locations and hashtags for De Alde Feanen  

 

One thing that remains unclear is whether the person who shared the picture was at that exact 

location or not at that moment. Instagram allows users to tag photos on specific locations 

afterwards as well. @leeuwardenstad makes use of this option by uploading photos 

afterwards with location tags. However, as Kietzmann et al. describe, where others are 

located physically might be of interest. Kietzmann et al. explain: “The implication of 

presence is that firms need to pay attention to the relative importance of user availability and 

user location.” (Ibid., 246). This might be of interest for organisations so that they can 

approach or target users for advertisements. Instagram lacks features both these aspects of 

presence, limiting organisations in their activities towards other users. Besides locations tags, 

Marketing Leeuwarden also uses hashtags to highlight locations such as #prinsentuin (Figure 

24) and #aldefeanen (Figure 25) and more. Users that search on hashtags of locations might 

find pictures shared by @leeuwardenstad, which helps Marketing Leeuwarden to promote the 

city. 
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@iamsterdam 

Similar to Leeuwarden, Amsterdam Marketing uses location tags when publishing photos on 

their own @iamsterdam channel. However, they seem to use it to a lesser extent than 

Leeuwarden. Quite a few photos have no location tag (Figure 26), whereas others actually 

have.  

 

 

Figure 26    In some cases no specific locations have been added 

 

On the other hand, many photos have location tags which are more specific, such as Het 

Scheepvaartmuseum (Figure 27) and Begijnhof (Figure 28). 
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Figure 27    In many cases, @iamsterdam adds locations, such as Het Scheepvaartmuseum 

 

 

Figure 28    Another example of how @iamsterdam uses locations: Begijnhof 
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Also for Amsterdam Marketing Instagram is limited in ways to see where users are or 

whether they are online, which can be connected to Kietzmann et al. who talk about knowing 

where people are in the virtual or real world (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 

2011, 246). Kietzmann et al. mention that higher presence of social presence makes it more 

likely to make conversations more influential (Ibid., 246). Since presence options are limited, 

this limits influential conversations as well. Marketing Amsterdam does not know when 

people are actually in Amsterdam or not, which limits them in approaching visitors, similar to 

the situation of Marketing Leeuwarden. Amsterdam Marketing, like Leeuwarden, uses 

hashtags as well to name specific location such as Castle Muiderslot as #muiderslot (Figure 

29). Users that look for specific hashtags of places in Amsterdam then might see photos by 

@iamsterdam, which helps @iamsterdam to get more followers and likes. Finally, the 

analysis of presence shows that it is a quite important affordance for Instagram. However, it 

is not one of the most important affordances. Presence does not relate much to other 

affordances. 

 

 

Figure 29    @iamsterdam uses hashtags such as #muiderslot to show locations 

 

Relationships: 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

‘Relationships’ is the fifth affordance by Kietzmann et al. In many ways relationships can be 

created and maintained through the usage of Instagram. The affordance can be related tothe 

sharing affordance of Kietzmann et al, where user-generated content creates relationships. 

Kietzmann et al. explain: “How social media users are connected often determines the what-

and-how of exchange of information.” (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 

246). This analysis shows that the contact between @leeuwardenstad and its followers takes 
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place in different ways. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) explains: “Every day I check 

hashtag #mooilwd and like all pictures because they [other Instagram users] used our hashtag 

and we want to show that we have seen them.” This is a way of creating a relationship with 

users (Figure 30). Through this, Marketing Leeuwarden shows that they appreciate the effort 

made by other users. This analysis showed that @leeuwardenstad actually likes and 

comments regularly on photos shared on hashtag #mooilwd (Figure 30), whereas this was 

difficult to retrieve for Amsterdam Marketing, as earlier described. 

 

 

Figure 30    @leeuwardenstad regularly likes photos posted on hashtag #mooilwd  

 

Kietzmann et al. describe that “the flow property of user relationships explains the types of 

resources involved in individual relationships and how resources are used, exchanged or 

transformed.” (Ibid., 246). This can be interpreted as: the more users upload photos, the more 

they comment, the higher the chance is that @leeuwardenstad notices them, likes photos and 

comments back. However, receiving a lot of content on hashtag #mooilwd makes it more 

difficult for Marketing Leeuwarden, as a small DMO, to check, like and comment on 

received content, which is already the case for Amsterdam Marketing. Giving credits to the 

owners of photos, as part of exchange, is also a way of creating a good relationship. 

Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) explains: “Before I asked people if I could use their 
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photos, but that is not necessary anymore. To save a lot of time, I upload pictures, but tag the 

owners in it so that they will get the credits for it. They usually feel very honoured if their 

picture shows up on our channel.” Instagram users are also able to construct relationships 

with each other besides the relationship with Marketing Leeuwarden. Using the hashtag 

#mooilwd creates a pool of photos by Instagram users which they can access at all times. 

Some users seem to comment regularly on pictures and comments posted on the account of 

@leeuwardenstad and hashtag #mooilwd. Marketing Leeuwarden tries to create a relationship 

with its followers by making use of interaction. As an example they post photos and add 

captions to this: “Do you think this is one of the most beautiful part of Leeuwarden?”, or “Do 

you enjoy the nice weather?”. Furthermore Marketing Leeuwarden wishes people a good 

morning, evening or day, as shown in an Instagram post saying “Good evening #mooilwd!” 

(Figure 31), which might help to create a relationship with other users. They do this in a more 

informal manner which can be related to Kietzmann et al. who talk about informal and formal 

relationships (Ibid., 246).  

 

 

Figure 31    @leeuwardenstad wishes its followers a good evening 

 

Marketing Leeuwarden regularly replies to comments which are posted on below their photos 

(Figure 32) but not all the time. Doing this helps to create a good relationship. One example 

is that a user talked about the tilted Oldehove tower and mentioned that there is an 
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underground parking lot there (Figure 32), followed by Marketing Leeuwarden saying: “That 

is completely true!”  

 

 

Figure 32    @leeuwardenstad regularly comments back on comments posted by others 

 

Furthermore the analysis shows that Marketing Leeuwarden comments on some photos that 

are shared on hashtags #mooilwd, as well as #leeuwarden, #hetmooievanlwd, 

#leeuwardenstad and #mooileeuwarden. Liking most photos is also part of this (Figure 32). 

This makes it possible to create a long-lasting relationship, as Kietzmann et al. name it (Ibid., 

246). By continuously liking, commenting and following back users, users and Marketing 

Leeuwarden stay in touch. Marketing Leeuwarden regularly shares photos that meet their 

selection criteria as mentioned in the identity affordance part, which shows their appreciation 

for the received content and makes photo owners feel honoured in most cases, as described 

earlier. @leeuwardenstad both focuses on existing relationship maintenance and expansion of 

the network, as Kietzmann et al. describe (Ibid., 246). Making the @leeuwardenstad 

Instagram account bigger is one of the aims for Marketing Leeuwarden: “On Instagram we 

wanted the pool of hashtag #mooilwd to grow and we wanted to reach 4.500 followers [in 

2016], which we already have, so next year it has to be higher.” People can follow the 
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@leeuwardenstad account and @leeuwardenstad follows some Instagram users back as well. 

This shows that Marketing Leeuwarden tries to create a relationship with its followers. 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam uses similar ways of creating and maintaining relationships with other Instagram 

users. Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) describes: “I try to create interaction by asking 

questions and commenting. We get a lot of questions in our inbox, even from tourists asking 

if they have to bring shorts to Amsterdam. So we always have to react on it. [...] We are 

going to work with Instagrammers to organise Instagram takeovers, to involve our 

community.” These are good examples of how Amsterdam Marketing tries to create and 

maintain relationships with other users. Since the account of @iamsterdam is receiving so 

many photos and comments, it seems more difficult to maintain relationships with other 

users, simply because it is difficult to check and like all content and to answer all questions 

and other comments. As Kietzmann et al. describe (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and 

Silvestre 2011, 246) Amsterdam uses an informal approach to interact with people, similar to 

that of Leeuwarden (Figure 33).  

 

 

Figure 33    @iamsterdam uses an informal approach for interaction 
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Even though Amsterdam Marketing tries to interact and build relationships, according to 

Kietzmann et al. their Instagram account seems to be an example of a fast expanding and 

growing account (Ibid., 246). Because the account is getting more popular, Amsterdam 

Marketing might become a bit more distant and infrequent in interacting as Kietzmann et al. 

mention (Ibid., 246). This is noticeable when looking at the comments posted by other users 

on uploads by @iamsterdam which remain unanswered by Amsterdam Marketing (Figure 

34).  

 

 

Figure 34    Some questions remain unanswered by @iamsterdam 

 

Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) answered to the question about when they comment on 

random photos posted on hashtag #iamsterdam: “We do this every now and then. My priority 

is to like them because that is achievable. Sometimes I react on people that are on their flight 

to Amsterdam. I welcome them.” This shows how Amsterdam Marketing tries to create and 

maintain a relationship with other users. Marketing Amsterdam does not follow many 

Instagram users back (200) compared to Leeuwarden (1.400). Since @iamsterdam is growing 

quickly, it becomes more influential as Kietzmann et al. explain (Ibid., 246). The more 

followers and likes, the better the posts are situated on hashtags like #iamsterdam or 

#amsterdam. When searching on a hashtag, first ‘most important posts’ are highlighted, 

which are usually posts from popular accounts or posts with many likes and comments. This 

analysis shows that relationships is one of the most important affordances for Instagram. 
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Reputation: 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

The sixth affordance of Kietzmann et al. is ‘reputation’. This affordance relates authenticity, 

which is about creating a good city image and reputation. As Kietzmann et al. explained, 

there are different meanings for reputation on social media platforms (Kietzmann, Hermkens, 

McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 247). According to them it is mostly based on trust. They  

acknowledge that information technologies are not advanced yet at determining this highly 

qualitative criteria. Therefore social media platforms rely on tools such as mechanical Turks. 

Kietzmann et al. describe this as “tools that automatically aggregate user-generated 

information to determine trustworthiness.” This is difficult to determine for @leeuwardenstad 

since they do not use these tools that automatically decide how trustworthy their account is. 

However, Kietzmann et al. also explain that reputation on social media is not only based on 

people but also on content (Ibid., 247). Kietzmann et al. explain: “If firms and users value 

their reputations and those of other users, then a metric must be chosen to provide this 

information.” For this reason, objective data such as number of followers and rating systems 

are to be selected. Looking at the amount of followers of @leeuwardenstad it is noticeable 

that at this point (August 2016) more than 4.650 people follow this account (Figure 2), 

making it the second biggest Instagram account promoting Leeuwarden since 

@hetmooievanlwd reached 7.000 followers. The account of @leeuwardenstad is gaining 

around 400 new followers each month, showing that it is growing quickly and that the 

account can be seen as reliable. Most photos shared on this account have between 100 and 

300 likes, a fairly high number which shows that people like the content. Some uploads have 

higher or lower numbers of likes. This shows that the account has quite a lot of followers and 

likes, making it somehow an authority for promoting Leeuwarden as a city. However, 

Leeuwarden has no verified badge, which is a new feature of Instagram. Because no other 

rating systems other than numbers of likes, number of followers and type of comments can be 

observed, it is difficult to say something about trust. Kietzmann et al. explain that monitor 

tools might help in this case (Ibid., 247). For Leeuwarden it is difficult to find out how many 

people mentioned the account in messages and whether these mentions are positive or 

negative. Some people mention @leeuwardenstad in posts for questions or other purposes 

such as compliments, favours (Figure 35) or just to show how they like the pictures that 

@leeuwardenstad shares with others.  
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Figure 35    Instagram user asks: “Hey @leeuwardenstad, do you want to follow me?” 

 

Marketing Leeuwarden has the aim to create a good image of Leeuwarden through pictures. 

Based on the growth of the channel, this seems to be heading in the right direction. However, 

Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) also acknowledges that “indirectly the image of the city 

will be improved and more visitors might come, but we can’t measure that.” As mentioned 

earlier, there is a chance that content posted on hashtag #mooilwd will be negative or 

controversial in the future. Marketing Leeuwarden does not have control over what is posted 

on the hashtag. Marketing Leeuwarden also shares Leeuwarden pictures by influential 

people, such as @fromhollanda with more than 72.000 followers (Figure 36), or 

organisations which makes their content more trustworthy because it does not only show 

Leeuwarden through the eyes of the DMO itself. This helps to create a good image and 

reputation for the city. 
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Figure 36    @leeuwardenstad shares a photo by influential Instagram user @fromhollanda 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam does not make use of mechanical Turks, tools that help to determine 

trustworthiness, either. This limits their organisation as well, similar to Leeuwarden. 

Currently, for Amsterdam Marketing is not easy to find out, based on user-generated 

information posted on their account, how trustworthy their account is. As Kietzmann et al. 

mentioned reputation is also based on content (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and 

Silvestre 2011, 247). @iamsterdam shares pictures by influential and non-influential 

Instagram users and organisations, similar to what Leeuwarden does with for example 

@visitkeukenhof, an account that has more than 5.700 followers (Figure 37). This makes 

their content more trustworthy since it does not only show the city through the eyes of the 

DMO itself. Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) explains: “If people share Amsterdam 

pictures it is much more trustworthy than marketing departments sharing it. So it is only a 

good thing. Amsterdam Marketing wants to show that it’s a city for everyone so it helps that 

everyone creates content. It would be boring if we were the only one to do this.” This shows 

how Amsterdam Marketing tries to create a good reputation and image for the city. 
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Figure 37    @iamsterdam also shares photos by well-known users such as @visitkeukenhof 

 

@iamsterdam is gaining a lot of followers at this point (August 2016). Right now they have 

29.900 followers (Figure 8) and each published post receives between 500 and 1.800 likes. 

This shows that their content is liked a lot. Some pictures have higher or lower numbers when 

it comes to likes. One of the ways to create a good reputation is mentioned by Amsterdam 

Marketing (Interview 2): “We are going to work with Instagrammers to organise Instagram 

takeovers, to involve our community.” This means that other Instagram users will manage the 

account for a certain period, which relates back to the identity affordance: Amsterdam is a 

city for everyone. Even though @iamsterdam became a popular channel within just a few 

months, other Amsterdam-related accounts such as @brian_sweet (66.000 followers), @pdy 

(65.000 followers) and @sfennema (61.000 followers) are more popular at this point. Having 

a popular account makes @iamsterdam more influential and trustworthy since content posted 

by them will be highlighted in the ‘most popular posts’ section on Instagram when searching 

on hashtags such as #iamsterdam and #amsterdam. However, for this research we could not 

get insights in monitor aspects by Kietzmann et al. such as the number of times @iamsterdam 

is mentioned and how many comments were positive or negative (Ibid., 247). Finally, this 

analysis shows that reputation is an important affordance for Instagram but not one of the 

main affordances. 
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Groups:  

 

@leeuwardenstad 

The final affordance of Kietzmann et al., ‘groups’, is about the extent to which users can 

form communities or subcommunities. Instagram does not have an option to create groups. 

However, Instagram account pages like @leeuwardenstad can be followed and users can 

create some sort of a group through using hashtags such as #mooilwd. Kietzmann et al. 

explain that “the bigger the social network becomes, the bigger the group of friends, 

followers and contacts becomes.” (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 

247). With 4.600 followers @leeuwardenstad has a decent sized community. Their photo 

pool on hashtag #mooilwd contains over 5.100 shared photos (Figure 19). However, 

Instagram is not very advanced since tools for membership management are missing. This is 

limiting DMOs since the platform lacks possibilities for this. Marketing Leeuwarden as 

administrator is responsible for managing the @leeuwardenstad account but does not have 

control over what is posted on the hashtag #mooilwd. Kietzmann et al. name the ‘open to 

anyone’ aspect versus ‘closed’ or ‘secret groups’ (Ibid., 247). @leeuwardenstad is an open 

account, allowing everyone to follow, like and comment. Instagram does not offer ways to 

group users, making it difficult to navigate through them or to order them. Kietzmann et al. 

mention that the need for filtering is paramount on social media (Ibid., 247). This affordance 

is not really related to other affordances. 

 

@iamsterdam 

The Instagram account of @iamsterdam can also be followed, meaning that it is open to 

anyone, as Kietzmann et al. describe (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy and Silvestre 2011, 

247). More than 29.900 people have decided to follow this account, making it fairly big. 

Different from Leeuwarden is that the pool of images on hashtag #iamsterdam was already 

big before Amsterdam Marketing started using it because ‘I amsterdam’ became some sort of 

a symbol for Amsterdam. Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2): “The hashtag #iamsterdam 

has been used already before we started Instagram. That is our brand and it is very known 

among a broad public. We always use this hashtag.” At this point more than 466.000 pictures 

have been shared on this hashtag (Figure 22). Because the amount of content on this hashtag 

is enormous, it is difficult to say whether there is a group of people that uses the hashtag 

regularly and if there is a community behind it, or not. This was easier to analyse in the case 

of Leeuwarden because less photos are shared on this hashtag. The people that use 
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#iamsterdam mainly use the hashtag to make pictures visible to others. Finally, the analysis 

of the groups affordance shows that it is not an important affordance for Instagram at all. 

 

6.2 Findings analysis Kietzmann et al. in short 

This section shows the findings of the analysis by Kietzmann et al. The findings will be 

structured based on the three research questions. 

 

Kietzmann et al: Affordances of Instagram for DMOs  

The analysis shows that not all affordances of Kietzmann et al. are equally important for 

Instagram. The honeycomb (Figure 38), which is based on the analysis, shows that there are 

three affordances that are very important on Instagram: identity, sharing and relationships. 

These affordances have the darkest colour in the honeycomb, meaning that they are most 

important for Instagram. Other affordances that are quite important, but not as important as 

the main affordances, are: conversations, presence and reputation. These affordances are 

marked in the honeycomb with a lighter colour. The least important affordance of Instagram 

is groups. Instagram does not offer group management functions. This affordance has no 

colour in the honeycomb framework, meaning that it is not relevant on Instagram at all. The 

next section will go more into detail on the earlier mentioned affordances of the honeycomb. 

These findings answer RQ1. 
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Figure 38    The honeycomb framework by Kietzmann et al. shows the most important 

affordances of Instagram based on the analysis 

 

Kietzmann et al: Usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

This thesis focuses on two cases as a case: Leeuwarden @leeuwardenstad and Amsterdam 

@iamsterdam. Looking at the approach by Kietzmann et al., the extensive analysis, 

containing cases, a content analysis and interviews, highlights how both DMOs of the cities 

of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam are utilising the affordances of Instagram, which answers 

RQ2. Kietzmann et al. explain that social media networks are not focusing on only one 

affordance aspect of their honeycomb but that they usually use several of the functional 

blocks of their  honeycomb. The usage of the affordances will shortly be highlighted here.  

  Looking at affordances by Kietzmann et al., @leeuwardenstad uses identity to show 

the identity of the city. Marketing Leeuwarden expresses feelings and thoughts about the city 

and shows other users’ pictures highlighted on their @leeuwardenstad account, to show the 

beautiful side of Leeuwarden. @leeuwardenstad tags people for photo credits which reveals 

virtual or real identities. @iamsterdam uses a similar approach, stimulating hashtag 

#iamsterdam and using content by other users. It has to show the lively side of the city. 

Conversations come back in many ways. @leeuwardenstad receives less comments on 

pictures compared to @iamsterdam which might be because of the number of followers and 
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because of how known the hashtags are. @leeuwardenstad stimulates conversations by 

commenting on photos posted on #mooilwd and below their own shared photos. This can also 

be seen at @iamsterdam. However, both DMOs have no control over what is posted on their 

hashtags. Sharing is very important for both DMOs. @leeuwardenstad uses photos by others 

to show the city through their eyes, similar to @iamsterdam, which mediates ties between 

them and users and shows appreciation for the received content. The hashtag #mooilwd plays 

an essential role in this case. Amsterdam uses #iamsterdam for this. These ‘pools’ of photos 

can be seen as marketing tools for both cities and are an example of shared interests of users. 

The hashtags are useful for other users that want to promote pictures to a broader audience. 

@leeuwardenstad actively promotes the hashtag. For @iamsterdam this hashtag was already 

very famous before they started using it, because of the ‘I amsterdam’ logo which is a symbol 

of the city. However, what is shared by @iamsterdam and @leeuwardenstad on their 

accounts might look different compared to what is posted on their hashtags, especially in the 

case of Amsterdam. Presence is a bit more difficult to use since Instagram is not having 

features to show whether a user is online or not online, or where the user is in real time. This 

might be of interest for organisations. However, location tags are possible. @leeuwardenstad 

uses them regularly, sometimes with specific locations, sometimes a bit more general. Also 

hashtags are used to show locations. Amsterdam has a similar approach but uses location tags 

to a lesser extent. When it comes to relationships, @leeuwardenstad likes and comments on 

photos shared on #mooilwd. Giving photo credits helps to create relationships as well. 

Through asking questions @leeuwardenstad tries to create connections with users. 

@iamsterdam uses questions as well. They create relationships with people through the inbox 

and every now and then they comment on pictures. Everything is done in a informal manner, 

similar to @leeuwardenstad. @iamsterdam receives many more comments compared to 

@leeuwardenstad, making it more difficult to answer most or all of them. @iamsterdam does 

not comment a lot on photos shared on their hashtag, whereas Leeuwarden seems to do this 

more often. Reputation is mostly based on trust and is difficult to measure because of limited 

tools for Instagram. Both accounts of @leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam are growing 

quickly in number of followers, likes and photos comments, making them more influential. 

Both cities are using photos by other influential and non-influential users to make content 

more trustworthy. Looking at positive and negative comments by users, which is difficult to 

measure, might be of interest. Both DMOs have no control over what is posted on their 

hashtags, which might influence their image. The final affordance by Kietzmann et al. of 

groups shows that Instagram is limited at this point. No groups can be created but hashtags 
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compensate this. Both accounts of @leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam are open for 

everyone. Based on the honeycomb of Kietzmann et al., it can be said that sharing, identity 

and relationships are the most important affordances, whereas groups is the least present. 

 

Kietzmann et al: Differences and similarities in usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs of 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

Several differences and similarities can be named when looking at the outcomes of the 

analysis. The findings here answer RQ3. Looking at the approach of Kietzmann et al., it 

shows that for the identity affordance that both DMOs use virtual identities. Both DMOs use 

enthusiasm in thoughts and feelings in comments and captions. Both cities want to show the 

beautiful side of their city in order to attract tourists. When it comes to usage of photos by 

other users, both DMOs use the same approach but Amsterdam Marketing uses more own 

content. Photo credits are usually always used by both DMOs. @iamsterdam wants to show 

more people in its pictures and shows the ‘hidden places’ of the city, whereas 

@leeuwardenstad focuses on showing themes such as water technology, royal residence city, 

architecture, nature, but also hidden places are highlighted. However, the hashtag 

#iamsterdam was already very popular before @iamsterdam started using it, whereas this was 

not the case for #mooilwd. The conversations affordance shows that both DMOs regularly 

comment on content posted on their account. For Marketing Leeuwarden it is easier to 

comment on most content compared to Amsterdam, since Amsterdam receives much more 

content. Both DMOs have no control over what is posted on their hashtag. Amsterdam 

receives more ‘controversial’ content. Not all questions or comments are answered by both 

DMOs. When looking at sharing, both DMOs use pictures of other users. Both cities organise 

Instawalks as well. Presence shows that both DMOs make use of location tags, as well as 

hashtags to show the locations where photos were created. Amsterdam does this to a lesser 

extent compared to Leeuwarden. When looking at relationships, both DMOs like photos 

created by others and comment on it every now and then. For Amsterdam Marketing it is 

more challenging to like and comment on most content because of they receive much more. 

Leeuwarden follows more people back compared to Amsterdam. Reputation shows that both 

accounts are gaining popularity and receive many likes on photos. Both DMOs have no 

control over what is posted on their hashtags. However, both @leeuwardenstad and 

@iamsterdam use photos by others. Amsterdam Marketing wants to organise takeovers. The 

last affordance, groups, is not relevant for Instagram. 
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6.3 Affordances analysis Spector 

 

Collaboration:  

 

@leeuwardenstad 

Spector’s first affordance focuses on ‘collaboration’. This affordance relates to the sharing 

affordance by Kietzmann et al. and the creativity affordance of Spector, which are about user-

generated content and working together. @leeuwardenstad uses photos by other Instagram 

users to share knowledge about certain things. Examples are photos shared by Marketing 

Leeuwarden that were created by other users about polar bears that just arrived at a zoo in 

Leeuwarden (Figure 39) and boats arriving in the harbour at the beginning of the spring 

season (Figure 40). Marketing Leeuwarden shares photos by other users as part of a 

collaboration, which Spector describes as knowledge co-construction (Conole 2013, 90). 

 

 

Figure 39    @leeuwardenstad shares knowledge by sharing pictures created by other users 
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Figure 40    Another example of sharing knowledge by pictures created by other users 

 

Social media provided new possibilities for communication for organisations, including 

DMOs. Marketing Leeuwarden created some sort of a community of users by promoting the 

hashtag #mooilwd, which became a pool out of which they can select photos for their own 

channel. Collaboration, or ‘to work together’ as Kaye names it, comes back in other different 

aspects (Kaye 1991, in Conole 2013, 91). Marketing Leeuwarden organises Instawalks, as 

mentioned earlier, and created promotional material such as brochures and postcards with 

photos created by Instagram fans of Leeuwarden. For Marketing Leeuwarden the shared 

photos of hidden or unknown places in Leeuwarden might also contribute to their knowledge 

about the city. It shows them new places and perspectives of Leeuwarden. Whenever 

Marketing Leeuwarden shares these hidden or unknown places, other Instagram users learn 

from this as well, which is referred to as collaborative learning (Ibid., 91), which is learning 

by working together with others.  

 

@iamsterdam 

When it comes to collaboration, Amsterdam also uses photos of other Instagram users to 

brand the city (Figure 41). By doing this, Amsterdam Marketing shares knowledge about the 

city, which can be connected to Spector’s knowledge co-construction idea (Conole 2013, 90). 
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Figure 41    @iamsterdam also shares knowledge by sharing pictures created by other users 

 

Amsterdam Marketing does not focus on sharing clichés of the city because many aspects are 

already known by people. Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) explains: “We see that many 

people show the standard pictures of Amsterdam with tulips and so on, and many accounts do 

this. We want to show the other side of the city. At the beginning it was challenging to gain 

more followers without sharing clichés only. But we managed to succeed on this. [...] We 

focus on showing areas around the city centre because the centre is already very crowded.” 

Amsterdam Marketing also organises Instawalks and Instameets where Instagram users meet 

each other. This motivates users to collaborate with each other and with Marketing 

Amsterdam. Marketing Amsterdam (Interview 2) also explains: “It’s very nice to share 

pictures through the eyes of everyone, not only from our perspective.” These are ways of 

collaborating. Not only the followers of @iamsterdam discover new places, also for 

Amsterdam Marketing this is valuable since users provide new insights about places that they 

might not have seen before. As this analysis shows, collaboration is one of the most 

important affordances of Spector. 

 

Reflection:  

 

@leeuwardenstad 

‘Reflecting’ is the second affordance by Spector and can be related a bit to the inquiry 

affordance because it is about getting reactions and feedback for improvement. As Dewey 

describes (Conole 2013, 92), reflective thought happens in situations where there is 
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“experienced obscurity, doubt, conflict, disturbance of some sort.” This then will be changed 

“into a situation that is clear, coherent, settled, harmonious.” This comes back in several of 

the Instagram activities by Marketing Leeuwarden. Marketing Leeuwarden uses reflective 

thinking of other users in order to take away obscurity, doubt, conflict, disturbance or 

something else, and tries to make the situation clear, coherent, settled or harmonious. An 

example of this is that organisations, such as DMOs, collect feedback from other users in 

order to improve their Instagram account, whether it is about improving content such as 

photos, texts, hashtags or something else. However, evidence for this was nowhere to be 

found during the analysis. Another example are questions below photos of Instagram users 

which Marketing Leeuwarden tries to answer in order to take away doubt and create clarity 

(Figure 42). One user asked: “Is this the Utrecht [ship]?”, followed by a comment of 

Marketing Leeuwarden: “I’m not sure about this, but if I will see this ship, I will let you 

know.” Similar to that, Marketing Leeuwarden tries to turn conflict into a clear situation. One 

user commented: “This is not my photo but that of someone else. Please change it.”, followed 

by a comment of Marketing Leeuwarden: “Thanks for your message. We’ve changed it.” 

(Figure 43). Spector mentions that tools such as social media provide possibilities to reflect 

on, to discuss ideas and to be critical (Ibid., 92).  

 

 

Figure 42    @leeuwardenstad answers questions posted by other users 
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Figure 43    @leeuwardenstad changes wrong photo credits 

 

@iamsterdam 

When it comes to reflection, Amsterdam Marketing tries to take away obscurity, doubt, 

conflict or disturbance, as Spector describes (Conole 2013, 92) by answering questions of 

tourists on Instagram, for example through Instagram Direct messages, a private messages 

function within the app. This helps to create clarity. However, Amsterdam Marketing does 

not seem to comment on many pictures because they receive so many and it is not achievable 

to answer all of them. One example (Figure 44) shows that actually the municipality 

(@gemeenteamsterdam) answers questions instead of @iamsterdam itself. Reflection is also 

about collecting feedback in order to improve Instagram account. Similar to Leeuwarden, 

there was no evidence to be found on this topic. The analysis is therefore limited. The 

analysis of reflection shows that it is not one of the most important affordances for Instagram. 
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Figure 44    Amsterdam Marketing does not answer all questions itself 

 

Interaction 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

Spector’s affordance of interaction is similar to that of conversations affordance by 

Kietzmann et al. and that of dialogue by Spector, which are about interacting in 

communication. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) explains: “We have an online strategy 

with the goal that interaction increases.” Spector seems to be focusing more on interaction 

between users and technologies (Conole 2013, 93). He refers to instructional interactions with 

the purpose to change learners and move them towards achieving goals. Dyke et al. refer to 

learning through experience, activity and through conversation (Dyke et al. 2007, in Conole 

2013, 93). These ideas can be connected to the Instawalks that Marketing Leeuwarden 

organises, where the best places of Leeuwarden are highlighted by a local guide, to educate 

people about the city and give them interesting input for making photos for Instagram. 

Another goal for Instagram users might be to become featured on @leeuwardenstad’s 

account. Then they will receive credits for their photos, which helps them to get more 

followers and likes and makes them feel honoured (Figure 7). This idea shows appreciation 

by @leeuwardenstad and stimulates users to share more photos on hashtag #mooilwd. 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam has a similar perspective on Spector’s interaction affordance compared to 

Leeuwarden. Amsterdam Marketing also organises Instawalks and Instameets to promote the 

city. However, not much is known about this from their perspective. These activities can be 
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connected to Dyke et al. who refer to learning through experience, activity and conversations 

(Dyke et al. 2007, in Conole 2013, 93). Another interaction goal for many Instagram users is 

to become featured on @iamsterdam’s Instagram account, since the account has many 

followers at this point. An example (Figure 45) shows how a user is happy about being 

reposted by @iamsterdam, saying: “Thanks for the repost!”. This helps users to get more 

followers and likes, as described earlier. Through this, @iamsterdam shows appreciation for 

the content they receive on hashtag #iamsterdam. It stimulates people to continue with 

sharing photos. Interaction, similar to conversations by Kietzmann et al. and dialogue by 

Spector, shows that it is one of the main affordances for Instagram.  

 

 

Figure 45    A user feels honoured that @iamsterdam uses his photo: “Thanks for the 

repost!”  

 

Dialogue 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

‘Dialogue’ as an affordance by Spector entails social media that have opened new ways of 

dialogue and communication. This affordance relates to the conversation affordance of 

Kietzmann et al. and the interaction affordance of Spector, which are about conversations and 
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communicating. Hence the analysis for this aspect is limited. Spector refers to for example 

forums and chat rooms (Conole 2013, 94). Instagram quite recently introduced a chat 

functionality in its app called ‘Instagram Direct’. However, it was not possible to analyse this 

feature for the thesis. Spector also refers to information sharing (Ibid., 94). Looking at this 

aspect it can be noticed that Instagram offers sharing options to share content on other social 

media platforms such as their own Facebook and Twitter account. @leeuwardenstad does this 

regularly (Figure 46).  

 

 

Figure 46    Marketing Leeuwarden shares Instagram content on Facebook  

 

Within Instagram itself users are, as mentioned in the sharing affordance of Kietzmann et al., 

also able to share content on their own profile pages and on hashtags. Instagram is not the 

easiest platform to start conversations, mainly because the platform focuses on photo sharing. 

The platform lacks in new possibilities for creating dialogues because it is not possible to 

create groups for discussions. 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam Marketing uses the Instagram Direct functionality to create dialogues with its 

users and described (Interview 2) that: “We get a lot of questions in our inbox, even from 

tourists asking if they have to bring shorts to Amsterdam. So we always have to react on it.” 
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Amsterdam also uses the sharing functionality which Spector named (Conole 2013, 94) in 

order to share content on other social media platforms such as their Facebook and Twitter 

account (Figure 47). The analysis, as earlier mentioned, is limited because Instagram is not 

that advanced at this point. This dialogue analysis shows that this affordance is not one of the 

main affordances for Instagram. 

 

 

Figure 47    Amsterdam Marketing shares Instagram content on Facebook as well 

 

Creativity 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

Another affordance of Spector is called ‘creativity’, which can be related a bit to the 

collaboration affordance of Spector because of creating something valuable with others. 

Creativity comes back on the Instagram account of @leeuwardenstad in different ways. First 

of all Marketing Leeuwarden stimulates people to use the hashtag #mooilwd to share 
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beautiful and creative pictures of the city. Creative uploads by other users might get noticed 

when Marketing Leeuwarden checks the hashtag #mooilwd might be shared by them. 

Unknown, hidden places of Leeuwarden are shared by users to show the other side of the city 

that people might not know (Figure 48), which relates back to Spector’s idea of creating 

something new that is novel and valuable (Conole 2013, 94). By showing things that are 

other than traditional photos of what everyone already knows about Leeuwarden, it 

transcends traditional ideas (Figure 49) as Spector mentions (Ibid, 95). Organising 

Instawalks, as described earlier, stimulates creativity of creating and sharing pictures on 

hashtag #mooilwd as well. 

 

 

Figure 48    Marketing Leeuwarden shows hidden places of Leeuwarden 
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Figure 49    Creativity: showing new places transcends old ideas as @leeuwardenstad does 

 

Technologies create new ways of collaborating and the Instawalk, as mentioned in the 

sharing affordance of Kietzmann et al., is an example of this because it allows people to make 

unique and creative photos and to share it on the hashtag. Marketing Leeuwarden gives 

freedom to people to share creative photos of Leeuwarden on the hashtag #mooilwd. 

Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 1) refers to this: “We show Leeuwarden through the eyes 

of visitors and inhabitants. We actually tell the stories by them to others because we share the 

pictures.” This relates back to the sharing affordance of Kietzmann et al. with the idea of 

creating user-generated content, and the collaboration affordance of Spector which talks 

about co-construction of knowledge. 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam Marketing also stimulates Instagram users to use the hashtag #iamsterdam to 

share creative and unique pictures of the city. Similar to Leeuwarden, Amsterdam also uses 

photos of other users to promote the city. Spector mentions that creativity can be promoted 

through collaboration with others (Conole 2013, 95), which is clearly the case here. The 

uploaded content by other users on hashtag #iamsterdam highlights hidden and unknown 

places of Amsterdam (Figure 50). Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) explains: “We focus 

on showing areas around the city centre because the centre is already very crowded. If we 
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show a terrace in Amsterdam-East we see that many people comment on it that they want to 

go there. [...] We have much more to share than the standard images of Amsterdam.” 

According to Spector (Ibid., 95), this creativity transcends traditional ideas such as showing 

the clichés of Amsterdam. Amsterdam Marketing also stimulates creativity by organising 

Instawalks, similar to Leeuwarden. The analysis of creativity shows that this affordance is 

one of the main affordances for Instagram. 

 

 

Figure 50    Amsterdam Marketing shows hidden and unknown places in Amsterdam 

 

Organisation 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

‘Organisation’ as an affordance is mainly about organising relevant information and making 

archives of it so that it can easily be accessed (Conole 2013, 96). This affordance is not really 

related to other affordances. However, as Kietzmann et al. in the groups affordance already 

mentioned, Instagram does not offer tools to organise content after it has been posted, which 

makes it difficult to navigate through it. Hashtags somehow order photos but still it is 

difficult to navigate through it because of the amount of content. External apps might help 

with this but they are not included in the scope of this research. As Spector mentions (Ibid., 



111 
 

96), users of social media can construct their own understanding and meaning in relation to 

for example Leeuwarden by looking at the material that is published on their account 

@leeuwardenstad. However, users can also check the hashtag #mooilwd to get a deeper 

understanding of Leeuwarden, since photos on this hashtag are created by more and other 

sources. The photos posted on hashtag #mooilwd by other users might show other sides of 

Leeuwarden as well, whereas Marketing Leeuwarden focuses on showing themes such as 

water technology, royal residence city, architecture and nature. 

 

@iamsterdam 

@iamsterdam uses material by other users and creates its own archive by this, which other 

users can use to construct an understanding and meaning of Amsterdam, which is described 

by Spector (Conole 2013, 96). Users that check the hashtag #iamsterdam might get a different 

idea of Amsterdam compared to what @iamsterdam shows, since the hashtag shows photos 

created by other people and other sources as well. Looking at for example hashtag 

#iamsterdam, it is noticeable that photos of coffee shops and the red light district are shared 

by other users, which are aspects that Amsterdam Marketing does not want to highlight. As 

mentioned in the earlier part, the archiving affordances aspect is not present at Instagram. 

Therefore this part is limited in that sense. The analysis of this organisation affordance shows 

that it is not an important affordance for Instagram at al. 

 

Inquiry 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

‘Inquiry’ as an affordance focuses on a question-driven context, as Spector describes (Conole 

2013, 96). This affordance is a bit related to the reflection affordance, which is about getting 

feedback. Instagram allows users to use the search engine and to use hashtags to go through 

content. Inquiry-based learning here could be connected to trying to figure out what followers 

of @leeuwardenstad want to see online, what their reaction or feedback is for improvement. 

Based on the question-driven reactions Marketing Leeuwarden could decide on future content 

which they can publish on their own channel. Marketing Leeuwarden (Interview 2) explains 

that they know what people want to see: “I know which photos will perform well, which 

photos don’t. [...] Through experience I know what works and what doesn’t work. What 

performs best are water photos with reflections in them. [...] Pale or dark photos don’t work 

well.” However, this affordance is difficult to use since there is not much evidence for it to be 
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found. The analysis of it is therefore limited.  

 

@iamsterdam 

Question-driven content is also relevant for Amsterdam. Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) 

explains: “We share this content as well so that we become a platform for everyone, for those 

who visit us. It’s very nice to share pictures through the eyes of everyone, not only from our 

perspective.” However, as Spector (Conole 2013, 96) mentions, users can also make use of 

search engines, which are to be found in Instagram as well, to learn more about the city. This 

might show a different side of Amsterdam as well. Based on the question-driven reactions 

Amsterdam Marketing could decide on future content. However, this was difficult to analyse 

and therefore the analysis of this part is limited. Based on this analysis, it is noticeable that 

the inquiry affordance is not very important for Instagram. 

 

Authenticity 

 

@leeuwardenstad 

Spector’s final affordance is ‘authenticity’ which has to do with experimentation and action. 

This can be related to the ‘trial and error’ which KPMG mentioned (KPMG 2011, in DiStaso 

and Bortree 2014, 4). Authenticity as an affordance relates to reputation of Kietzmann et al. 

because it is about image. Spector mentions the difference between reported experience and 

reality of lived experience (Conole 2013, 97). @leeuwardenstad tries to show a realistic 

image of the city by showing photos that are not too much edited. Marketing Leeuwarden 

(Interview 1) adds to this: “When it comes to selection, it has to look nice. You need to 

recognise Leeuwarden.” Marketing Leeuwarden also describes: “What performs best are 

water photos with reflections in them. I don’t edit anything.” Some photos, however, have 

been edited by the users who own and have posted the photos (Figure 51 and 52). Not many 

photos shared by @leeuwardenstad seem to be edited much and show a realistic image. 
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Figure 51    Marketing Leeuwarden shares edited photos created by other users 

 

 

Figure 52    Another example of edited photos created by other users 

 

@iamsterdam 

Amsterdam has a similar perspective on authenticity. When it comes to photos, Amsterdam 

Marketing (Interview 2) describes: “We prefer to use photos with people in it because 

Amsterdam is a city for people. It should not be too much edited and it has to be realistic. 

And we check what is nice. Amsterdam is very diverse.” This idea of showing a realistic 

image of Amsterdam relates back to Spector’s idea of reported experience or reality versus 

reality of lived experienced (Conole 2013, 97). Most pictures shared on the @iamsterdam 

Instagram account show a realistic image of Amsterdam. Not many photos are heavily edited. 

Amsterdam Marketing can be seen as an authority or an expert which, as Spector describes 

(Ibid., 97) can be seen as expert thinking. Amsterdam Marketing shows the city to others 

users that can learn from what is shared on @iamsterdam (Figure 53 and 54). Trial and error, 
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as part of Spector’s experimenting (Ibid., 97), was also the case for the usage of their 

Instagram account, especially at the beginning. Amsterdam Marketing (Interview 2) adds to 

this: “At the beginning it was challenging to gain more followers without sharing clichés 

only. But we managed to succeed on this.” Finally, this analysis of authenticity shows that the 

affordance is quite important for Instagram but that it is not one of the main affordances. 

 

 

Figure 53    Amsterdam Marketing shows hidden places of Amsterdam 
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Figure 54    Amsterdam Marketing tells about hidden places and users learn from this 

 

6.4 Findings analysis Spector in short 

This section shows the findings of the analysis by Spector. The findings will be structured 

based on the three research questions. 

 

Spector: Affordances of Instagram for DMOs  

The analysis shows that not all affordances of Spector are equally important for Instagram. 

Spector does not use a model like Kietzmann et al. However, the analysis shows that 

collaboration, interaction and creativity can be seen as the main affordances of Spector. Less 

important is the affordance of authenticity. The least important affordances for Instagram 

based on Spector’s analysis are reflection, dialogue, organisation and inquiry. This answers 

RQ1. 

 

Spector: Usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

This section shows how DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam are making use of Instagram. 

This answers RQ2. Spector’s approach starts with collaboration. @leeuwardenstad shares 

photos by other users, which is an example of knowledge co-construction. This idea also 

comes back at @iamsterdam’s Instagram account. The hashtag photo pools help DMOs and 



116 
 

users to get a different perspective of the city. Reflection takes place through feedback. 

@leeuwardenstad tries to answers questions below photos on their channel, whereas 

@iamsterdam does not do this often. They use inbox direct messages to answer questions. 

Additionally @leeuwardenstad organises Instawalks to educate people and to make 

interaction between Instagram and them as a DMO. Amsterdam does this as well. For 

dialogue @iamsterdam uses the inbox, something that @leeuwardenstad does not do too 

often. Instagram makes it possible to share content on other platforms, which both DMOs 

make use of. Creativity comes back by stimulating hashtags like #mooilwd and #iamsterdam. 

Both DMOs highlight hidden or unknown places in their cities. Showing the city through the 

eyes of visitors and inhabitants is part of it. Instagram is limited when it comes to 

organisation of content, such as archives, groups or membership management. This limits 

@leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam. Navigating through content is somehow difficult. 

Inquiry is difficult to use as well but based on what Instagram users like @leeuwardenstad 

knows what works and not works on Instagram, through experience. Finally, authenticity has 

to do with experimentation and reputation. @leeuwardenstad mentions that photos have to be 

realistic and not too much edited, similar to the perspective of @iamsterdam. Trial and error 

is part of experimenting but both channels are improving. 

 

Spector: Differences and similarities in usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs of 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

Looking at the analysis of Spector, it is noticeable that there are differences and similarities in 

usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam. The collaboration 

affordance shows that both DMOs work together with other users by sharing their photos. 

This contributes to sharing knowledge as well because others users might learn from it. Both 

DMOs want to show the city through eyes of visitors and inhabitants. Reflection shows that 

feedback is difficult to be found on the Instagram accounts of both DMOs. However, both 

@leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam answer questions to clarify situations. Amsterdam 

Marketing also uses Instagram Direct messages, private messages, to answer questions. The 

interaction affordance shows that both DMOs have goals for increasing interaction through 

organising Instagram walks. Both DMOs share pictures created by other users as appreciation 

for their effort and to brand their cities. The dialogue analysis is limited and shows that both 

DMOs share content on other social media channels such as Facebook and Twitter. Creativity 

is stimulated by both DMOs because they like photos, share photos, comment regularly and 

organise Instawalks. Both @leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam show ‘hidden places’ as well. 
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The affordance of organisation shows that organisation of content is difficult or not possible 

and limiting DMOs in certain ways. Inquiry is difficult to analyse since there is not much 

feedback to be found on both Instagram accounts of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam. Finally, 

authenticity shows that both cities want to show a realistic image of the city. These findings 

answer RQ3.  
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7. Concluding remarks 

 

The final chapter of this thesis shows the concluding remarks. This includes adequate 

answers to the three research questions. The next sections are divided based on the research 

questions. 

 

7.1 Research questions revisited 

This thesis aims to give an adequate answer to the following three questions: 

 

RQ1: What are the affordances of Instagram for DMOs?  

RQ2: How do DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam make use of the affordances of 

Instagram? 

RQ3: What are the differences and similarities in usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs 

of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam? 

 

Based on the extensive content analysis, interviews and cases studies, it can be argued that 

these questions have been answered. The following sections show the research questions 

connected to the findings.  

 

7.2 Affordances of Instagram for DMOs 

Looking at both the approaches of Spector and Kietzmann et al., the analysis shows that for 

Kietzmann et al. the main affordances of Instagram are identity, sharing and relationships. 

Other quite important affordances are conversations, presence and reputation. Groups is not 

important for Instagram at all. Looking at Spector, the main affordances are collaboration, 

interaction and creativity. Authenticity is less important, followed by the least important 

affordances of reflection, dialogue, organisation and inquiry.  

  As this result shows, not all affordances are equally important. It can be argued that 

Instagram mainly focuses on affordances which are about identity, sharing, collaboration,  

relationships and conversations. This answers RQ1. 

 

7.3 Usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

Looking at the approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector together, the analysis, containing 

cases, a content analysis and interviews, highlights how both DMOs of the cities of 
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Leeuwarden and Amsterdam are using the affordances of Instagram, which answers RQ2. As 

Kietzmann et al. explain, social media networks are not solely focusing on one affordance 

aspect of their honeycomb. Usually several functional blocks are used. The usage of the 

affordances will shortly be highlighted here. 

  Findings from the analysis show that both DMOs mainly focus on affordances of 

identity, sharing, relationships, collaboration, interaction and creativity. Sharing can be 

connected to the affordances of collaboration, where both DMOs use these affordances to 

work together with other Instagram users, to create new valuable content and by using photos 

of other users. Also the co-construction idea can be connected to this. This is also related to 

interaction, showing that DMOs interact with users in different ways, through liking posts, 

following back, giving photo credits, commenting and using their photos. By doing this, they 

create a relationship with users, which helps to get more content on their hashtags. This 

mediates ties between DMOs and users. DMOs promote and stimulate hashtag usage by 

organising Instawalks. This stimulates creativity as well. By using content by others, both 

DMOs show their identity. Most of these important affordances are related to working 

together and sharing.   

  Other affordances are to a lesser extent relevant, such as conversations, presence and 

reputation. Instagram lacks possibilities for communicating and presence. Commenting on 

pictures is possible, but discussion groups do not exist. However, both DMOs show locations 

through tags and hashtags. Reputation can be linked to image and is mostly based on trust. It 

is difficult to measure trust on Instagram because there are no tools for it. This also relates to 

authenticity. DMOs want to show a realistic image of their cities. However, DMOs do not 

have complete control over what is posted on their hashtags, which might affect them. By 

using influential and non-influential users, which Marketing Amsterdam calls ‘takeovers’, 

both DMOs are trying to be trustworthy and create a relationship with followers, which also 

relates to interaction. 

  Not relevant are the affordances groups, reflection, dialogue, organisation and inquiry. 

Organisation, for example, shows how Instagram is lacking tools for organising content. 

Similar to that, Instagram does not offer options for groups and member management, 

limiting possibilities for DMOs. Other limited affordances for Instagram are reflection and 

inquiry, which are about feedback.  

  These findings show how both DMOs are making use of certain Instagram 

affordances for city branding. This answers RQ2. It shows how some affordances are much 
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more useful and used than others, simply because Instagram does not offer all functionalities 

for DMOs (yet).  

 

7.4 Differences and similarities in usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs of 

Leeuwarden and Amsterdam 

Finally, the analysis of the differences and similarities between the usage of Instagram by 

DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam will be outlined, which answers RQ3. Similarities 

come back in many ways. When it comes to identity, DMOs use virtual identities, express 

enthusiasm in comments and captions, and show the beautiful side of their cities. Both DMOs 

collaborate with other users, which relates to sharing as well. Amsterdam uses more own 

material compared to Leeuwarden. Conversations are created in similar ways, relating to 

interaction and dialogues affordances as well. However, for Amsterdam Marketing it might 

be more challenging to keep up with commenting and liking because they receive much more 

content. Both DMOs try to interact with users by answering messages, liking and sharing 

pictures. However, not all content is answered, liked or reposted. Sharing and collaboration 

are important for both DMOs. This relates to relationships as well. Reputation is difficult to 

measure for both @leeuwardenstad and @iamsterdam, but by using content of others and 

takeovers they try to become trustful and interactive, which might result in more followers 

and likes. Both DMOs want to show a realistic side of the city, which might be more 

challenging for Amsterdam, compared to what is posted on their hashtag. 

 These findings show that there are many similarities in usage of Instagram between 

DMOs of Leeuwarden and Amsterdam. Some smaller differences can be named such as 

Amsterdam using more of its own material and how easy it is for both DMOs to react on 

content. Together, these aspects answer RQ3. 

 

7.5 Contribution to the academic field 

As highlighted in chapter 3, there is a remarkable gap in the academic literature regarding the 

usage of Instagram by DMOs. The approaches by Kietzmann et al. and Spector have been 

used to show how DMOs are using Instagram. Furthermore the analysis shows what 

differences there are between both DMOs. Through these findings the research questions 

have been answered. This contributes to the knowledge in the discipline of communication 

and media studies and makes the literature gap a bit smaller. 
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7.6 Future research 

The scope of this research is limited. For future research it would be of interest to do a 

broader, more in-depth research about the usage of Instagram affordances by DMOs. This 

thesis limits itself to two affordances approaches. Future research could focus on different 

approaches or interpretations of affordances. Future research could also investigate DMOs in 

different countries. 
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Appendix I 

 

Mail sent to 14 DMOs of cities in the Netherlands that use Instagram for city branding: 

 

Dear (DMO name), 

 

My name is Mark Fokkema. I come from the Netherlands and currently study a Master in 

Digital Media & Society at Uppsala University in Sweden. Right now I am working on my 

thesis. I conduct research with Instagram as main focus. I try to figure out how Instagram is 

utilised by DMOs (destination management organisations or destination marketing 

organisations) like you. I saw that [city name] has an Instagram account ([Instagram account 

name]) with many interesting posts. This is the reason why I contact you. In the academic 

field not much is known about Instagram in relation to city branding. Therefore I decided to 

focus on this topic. Instagram is growing quickly and it offers a lot of opportunities. 

 

My question is if you want to participate in my research. I would like to interview the person 

who is responsible for the activities on your Instagram account. The interview will be around 

45 minutes. Because I live in Sweden, it would be nice if this could be done through Skype or 

something similar. I want to use the acquired information for my research so that I can 

contribute knowledge to the academic field. Of course this information might also be 

interesting for you as a DMO. 

 

Is there a possibility to do an interview on [date]? Because of an important deadline I would 

like to do it as soon as possible. Your participation would help me a lot. If there are any 

questions, I would be happy to answer them. 

 

Thanks in advance for helping me. 

 

Kind regards, 

Mark Fokkema 
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Appendix II 

 

Interview guide which has been sent to all DMOs that were interested in participating in 

this research. 

 

Beforehand:  

 

1. First of all: Could you introduce yourself and tell me a bit about your work 

activities? 

 

Instagram in general:  

 

2. I noticed that you are using Instagram since the end of 2014 for city branding. 

How did you came to this idea to make use of Instagram? 

 

3. Nowadays Instagram is very popular with millions of users. Looking at the 25 

biggest cities in the Netherlands, 14 make use of Instagram for city branding, 11 

are not using it. Do you have an idea why 11 cities have not started (yet)?  

 

4. You have been using Instagram for some time now. Are there any changes in the 

way you use Instagram now compared to when you started? For example new 

possibilities or features? 

 

5. In what way is the usage of Instagram different compared to for example 

Facebook and Twitter for DMOs like you? What are advantages or 

disadvantages of Instagram? 

 

Hashtags:  

 

6. I saw that you are using hashtags on Instagram (#mooilwd, #leeuwarden). What 

is the added value of hashtags for you as a DMO? 

 

7. What is the advantage of disadvantage of using a hashtag like #mooilwd? 
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8. Why do you think that people share photos on a hashtag like #mooilwd? 

 

9. Did you have the situation in which sensitive content has been shared on your 

hashtag?  

 

Photos:  

 

10. Could you tell a bit more about the process of selecting photos, contacting photo 

owners (if so) and uploading it to your own account? How does this work? 

 

Challenges and more:  

 

11. In the academic literature (in many articles) it is claimed that DMOs are facing 

difficulties with the usage of social media and in this case Instagram. ‘Trial and 

error’ seems to be common for DMOs. Do you have an idea why? 

 

12. Do you have a strategy or guidelines for the usage of Instagram in your 

organisation? If so, could you tell a bit more about it? If not, why don’t you have 

it? 

 

13. Your Instagram page gets bigger and more active as I noticed. How do you make 

sure that the page will continue to grow (when it comes to followers, likes, 

comments, the use of hashtags)? 

 

14. I noticed that you participated in the process of organising an Instawalk in 

Leeuwarden. Could you explain a bit more about this? 

 

15. Nowadays consumers can also produce pictures, texts and more content and 

share it online, which can be called ‘produsage’. Does this have influence on your 

DMO? What are chances or threats?  

 

16. I am curious about the interaction between you as DMO and people who share  

photos, like photos and comment on photos. What interaction takes place?  
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17. Do you have tools to check Instagram statistics or activities? How do you check 

what is shared, liked and how many new followers you get on Instagram? 

 

18. If you could say which stage you are at when it comes to professionality of your 

Instagram usage, what would you choose (between beginning and professional)? 

 

19. In which way are you taking care of privacy of people that share, like or 

comment on photos? 

 

20. What can other cities learn from your DMOs usage of Instagram for city 

branding? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


