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1. Introduction

Drawing on Goffman’s (1959) influential work on social interactions and self-presentation, Marshall (2010) noted that
social media has the ability to serve as a platform on which an individual can build a public presentation of themself.
Furthermore, Marshall asserted that an individual’s self-construction on social media is ‘‘highly conscious of a potential
audience as much as it is a careful preening and production of the self’’ (p. 40). Research on this topic to date has found that
athletes and sport organisations are increasingly active on social networking websites such as Twitter and Facebook for a
variety of reasons: connecting and interacting with fans and stakeholders (Hambrick & Kang, 2014; Hambrick, Simmons,
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A B S T R A C T

The purpose of this study was to examine Olympic athletes’ self-presentation on

Instagram, a social media outlet on which users post photographs as their primary

communication mechanism, in order to develop an understanding of the ways in which

athletes use this medium as a communication and marketing tool to build their personal

brand. Additionally, this research sought to understand whether differences existed

between the utilisation of Instagram by male and female athletes. Drawing on Goffman’s

(1959) theory of self-presentation, this study examined eight purposively selected

Olympic athletes’ Instagram photos. Findings revealed similarities to previous research on

athletes’ use of written social media outlets such as Facebook and Twitter, as the majority

of photos posted by athletes were personal in nature, thus reflecting backstage

performance strategies according to self-presentation theory. The results indicated that

female athletes were more likely to share photos of themselves and photos taken in private

settings, but male athletes who posted a wider variety of photos encouraged greater

engagement from their followers. Personal brand management implications for athletes

and sport organisations are examined in greater detail in the discussion.
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Greenhalgh, & Greenwell, 2010), obtaining information from others (Browning & Sanderson, 2012; Sanderson, 2013),
increasing brand awareness (Eagleman, 2013), and promoting and attracting sponsors (Eagleman & Krohn, 2012).

Lebel and Danylchuk (2012) stated that with the ever-increasing opportunities for athletes to express themselves via
social media, athletes must be cognizant of public relations practices and ensure that they present themselves in a positive
light. Similarly, DeAndrea and Walther (2011) analysed Facebook users’ self-presentations and concluded ‘‘everything one
posts on Facebook can be used against him or her in the court of social approval’’ (p. 820), highlighting the importance of self-
presentation management when utilising social media. While elite athletes from all sports use social media, it is especially
important for athletes who do not receive mainstream media coverage on a daily basis to take advantage of social media
outlets and online content creation tools in order to generate publicity, as this is often their only means of promotion to
increase awareness and build their personal brand (Eagleman, 2013; Parmentier & Fischer, 2012).

Scholarly research on athletes and social media to date has focused mostly on Twitter and Facebook, both of which rely
largely on written content as the main mode of communication between users. Another social media outlet gaining
popularity amongst athletes is Instagram, in which users post photographs as their primary communication mechanism
(Armen Graham, 2013). Instagram was launched on 6 October 2010, and by December 2014 the social media application
boasted 300 million active monthly users with an average of 55 million photos shared daily (Instagram, 2014b; Systrom,
2014). Shively (2014) reported that 86 of the top 100 global brands use Instagram for brand awareness and management
purposes. It is the fastest-growing social media platform and has an engagement rate 15 times greater than that of Facebook
(Truong, 2014). Highlighting the platform’s impact on branding objectives, Truong (2014) stated that brands advertising on
Instagram reported 32% increases in ad recall rates and 10% increases in brand message recall.

Pegoraro and Jinnah (2012) explained that sport organisations and athletes ‘‘have led the way in encouraging widespread
adoption’’ (p. 88) of social media platforms, which has in turn ‘‘transformed the interaction between athletes and their fan
base’’ (p. 88). In an examination of athletes’ Twitter profile pictures, Lebel and Danylchuk (2014) emphasised the intimate
nature of athletes sharing photographs. They stated that photos allow athletes to give fans a glimpse into their lives, thus
‘‘providing them with the insider information that sports fans covet. It may be the truest behind-the-scenes look a fan can
experience’’ (p. 331). Noting the importance of athletes’ visual self-presentation strategies, they encouraged scholars to
engage in research focused on Instagram.

The rapid uptake of Instagram as a marketing platform by the world’s most popular brands combined with the potential
marketing and branding implications it can have for organisations and individuals merit further exploration of this visual
social media platform in the sport context. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine Olympic athletes’ self-
presentation on Instagram in order to develop an understanding of the ways in which athletes use this medium as a
communication and marketing tool by which to build their personal brand, and to understand whether differences exist
between the utilisation of Instagram by male and female athletes. The results from this study will assist in developing an
understanding of the self-presentations on display, as well as insights into the effectiveness of certain types of self-
presentations based on metrics such as likes and comments.

1.1. Instagram

Instagram is a mobile device application designed to share photos and is described on the Instagram FAQ (2014) as ‘‘a fun
and quirky way to share your life with friends through a series of pictures’’ (para. 2). Users first register an online account and
are then able to take, filter, and share photos (Buck, 2012). Similar to Twitter, individuals can select to follow other Instagram
users and view their shared photos, effectively creating an audience for these images (Instagram, 2014a). It was acquired by
Facebook in 2012 for $1 Billion USD and is the fastest-growing social media outlet with over 300 million users worldwide
(Systrom, 2014) and 71% of the most recognised global brands using it (Simply Measured, 2013). Additional functionality
was added in 2013, including the ability to share and later import videos, and share photos with specified individuals
through direct messaging (Baig, 2013; Miners, 2013).

As noted earlier, many global brands have also begun to utilise this visual platform. It was named the best platform for
brands by SumAll, a business analytics tool that tracks over 100,000 brands on social media (Koetsier, 2013). Miles (2014)
identified three advantages Instagram provides for utilisation as a brand awareness tool. First, it is the only major social
networking application that was launched on mobile phones rather than the Internet. Second, it is what Miles (2014) termed
‘‘social media lite’’ (p. 11), meaning that it is not conversation-intensive such as Facebook and Twitter. Finally, content posted
on Instagram is thought to have a longer shelf life than that of other social networking sites (Miles, 2014).

2. Theoretical framework

Goffman’s (1959) theory of self-presentation posits that in society, individuals adopt different identities depending on
factors such as the audience or setting. According to Goffman (1959), individuals act in much the same way they would in a
drama and present themselves as they wish others to view them. These self-presentations, as Goffman (1959) refers to them,
tend to come in the form of two different daily life ‘‘performances’’: front stage and backstage. Front stage performances are
those that take place in front of others, or an audience, and therefore individuals tend to be more concerned with the
impression they create in the minds of others. Backstage performances, by contrast, are those that take place when either no
audience or a more familiar audience is present. In these situations, individuals tend to be more candid (Goffman, 1959).
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Employing Goffman’s work as a foundation, Marshall (2010) highlighted the importance of such performances for
celebrities and public figures, stating that public interest in such people ‘‘makes their often everyday activities a kind of
performance to be read further’’ (p. 39). Marshall (2010) noted that the proliferation of new media means that public figures
such as athletes, actors, musicians and politicians must ‘‘perform’’ in online settings such as social media websites and
applications through various displays of ‘‘self’’.

Drawing on self-presentation theory and ‘‘performances’’ in a new media space, this study sought to analyse athletes’
visual self-portrayals and personal branding efforts on Instagram. The following sections expand on the scholarly work in the
areas of self-presentation on new media platforms, personal branding, and visual portrayals of athletes.

2.1. Self-presentation on new media platforms

With the increased utilisation of Web 2.0 platforms that enable user-generated content, scholars have begun to examine
the self-presentation of individuals within a new media environment. Early research focused on popular forums such as
message boards or Internet-based chat rooms (Mehdizabeh, 2010). Research then progressed to websites and blogs (e.g.,
Bortree, 2005; Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006; Hancock & Toma, 2009; Papacharissi, 2002), and later to social media platforms
such as Facebook and Twitter (e.g., Hum et al., 2011; Markwick & Boyd, 2011).

As new media platforms enable user-generated content, early investigations of online self-presentation found navigation
between front stage and backstage performances to be a common theme. Dominick (1999) examined self-presentation on
personal web pages and found that overall, little personal information was provided on websites, however, females were
more likely to engage in backstage performances by discussing their private lives. Along similar lines, Bortree (2005)
examined self-presentation of teenage girls on personal blogs and analysis revealed movement between both front stage and
backstage performances. Although the number and purposes of online platforms began to increase and vary, self-
presentation literature has highlighted a tendency to engage in front stage performances.

In two studies that examined self-presentation in online dating sites, Ellison et al. (2006) and Hancock and Toma (2009)
found individuals engaged in front stage performances to project a version of their ‘‘ideal self’’ (Ellison et al., 2006, p. 415).
Focusing on self-presentation on social media platforms, Hum et al. (2011) examined self-presentation through Facebook
profile photos and found that both men and women tended to be inactive, posed, and selected their profile photos
strategically for identity management. This aligned with DeAndrea and Walther’s (2011) results from their examination of
Facebook profile photos, which found inconsistencies between individuals’ online and offline self-presentation. Markwick
and Boyd (2011) examined celebrity self-presentation on Twitter and found individuals engaged in front stage performances
that were designed to project backstage performances through the discussion of personal information and fan engagement.
Bullingham and Vasconcelos (2013) examined self-presentation on blogs and Second Life (SL) participants and found
individuals engaged in front stage performances through the creation of an online persona that was an edited version of their
offline self.

Limited research has been conducted regarding athlete self-presentation, but results indicated athletes engage in
backstage performances on social media platforms. Researchers such as Burch et al. (2014), Hambrick et al. (2010), Lebel and
Danylchuk (2012), and Pegoraro (2010) conducted initial research on athletes’ self-presentation strategies on Twitter. All
found the majority of athlete tweets to be backstage performances in which athletes utilised Twitter to discuss their private
lives and engage with individuals. Additionally, Burch et al. (2014) and Lebel and Danylchuk (2012) examined gender
differences across self-presentation. Neither study found differences in self-presentation across gender.

Much of the research to date on athletes’ self-presentations via social media has focused on Twitter, although some
research has been conducted on their use of Facebook as well. Geurin-Eagleman and Clavio (2015) analysed the Facebook
pages of niche sport athletes, defined as those who are not covered regularly in the media and must rely more heavily on
their own promotional efforts for recognition, and mainstream sport athletes, defined as those who receive regular
mainstream media coverage. Findings revealed that niche sport athletes engaged in more backstage performances, as they
included significantly more Facebook posts about their personal lives than mainstream sport athletes. The authors
concluded that such backstage performances were beneficial, concluding ‘‘athletes have the opportunity to cultivate
stronger relationships with fans via the sharing of personal aspects of the athlete’s life’’ (p. 29). Geurin-Eagleman and Clavio’s
study examined both male and female athletes, but they did not indicate any gender-based differences in Facebook posts.

In terms of visual self-presentation of athletes, Lebel and Danylchuk (2014) examined millennials’ perceptions of athletes’
Twitter profile pictures and found that athletes were deemed more effective from a personal branding perspective when
their photo included a sport setting or some reference to the sport in which the athlete competed. They encouraged athletes
to maintain a fit between their profile content, photos, and personal brand in order to most accurately represent the desired
image. The following section examines the concept of personal branding in greater depth.

2.2. Personal branding

While recent research illustrates athletes on social media may engage in backstage performances that offer insights to
their daily and private lives, Marshall (2010) indicated that performance is key to a public figure’s identity, a statement
supported by Lebel and Danylchuk’s (2014) findings. Instagram and its social media counterparts such as Facebook and
Twitter pose interesting implications in regard to brand communication and eventual development of brand equity through

A.N. Geurin-Eagleman, L.M. Burch / Sport Management Review 19 (2016) 133–145 135



self-presentation and performance. Keller (1993) defined brand equity as the ‘‘differential effect of brand knowledge on
consumer response to the marketing of a brand’’ (p. 1), and it is composed of brand awareness and brand image. Brand image
is significant in regard to social media utilisation by athletes, as it is strongly influenced by social media (Bruhn,
Schoenmueller, & Schaefer, 2012). While traditional brands were defined by the characteristics individuals associated with a
particular good or service (Keller, 1993), a ‘‘person brand’’ (Parmentier & Fischer, 2012, p. 107), consists of the associations
one ascribes to a particular person, and is a common concept in regard to athletes in the sport industry. Chadwick and Burton
(2008) explained that people as brands are unique in their distinctiveness and characteristics, and therefore their brands
cannot be replicated. Furthermore, Arai, Ko, and Ross (2014) introduced the term ‘‘athlete brand’’, which they defined as ‘‘a
public persona of an individual athlete who has established their own symbolic meaning and value using their name, face or
other brand elements in the market’’ (p. 98). They developed a model of athlete brand image, which includes the dimensions
of athletic performance, attractive appearance, and marketable lifestyle. There is a strong need for today’s athletes to build
their brands strategically (Arai et al., 2014), and social media is one tool that can be used to accomplish this.

In an examination of athletes’ brand-building practices, Parmentier and Fischer (2012) concluded that it is possible to
build brand equity through the creation of a strong professional image even if the athlete does not receive mainstream media
attention. As social media allows individuals to create and select content and present identities of their choosing, through the
utilisation of platforms such as Instagram, athletes have the opportunity to effectively build their brand image and establish
brand equity through self-presentation. Thompson, Martin, Gee, and Eagleman (2014) noted, however, that in order to build
and maintain a strong brand image via social media, sport entities must be willing to make significant time commitments to
these brand-building efforts.

Athletes’ sharing of content on social media allows for interaction with audiences, which can be both social and
parasocial, (i.e., one directional and mediated) in nature, with both forms eliciting active engagement from individuals
(Frederick, Lim, Clavio, & Walsh, 2012). Interactive engagement can also be supplemented through the sharing of photos and
videos to drive discussion (Marshall, 2010). The online environment enables individuals to actively select content and
present different identities (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013), and to ‘‘create an aura of authenticity’’ (Pegoraro & Jinnah,
2012, p. 88). Additionally, it has been found that individuals who base self-esteem on public evaluations are more strategic in
their management of online self-presentation (Rui & Stefanone, 2013), and athletes may fall into this category.

Karg and Lock (2014) stated that new media provides a broad range of engagement opportunities, and while social media
platforms do not directly generate revenue, they do allow sport entities to create fan movements that lead to other positive
outcomes such as increased consumption, sponsorship opportunities, and brand awareness. Similarly, Pegoraro and Jinnah
(2012) noted that athletes who successfully build an online brand can turn their fans into more loyal brand consumers.
Furthermore, Hambrick and Kang (2014) noted that social media can be effectively employed as a relationship-marketing
tool due to its ability to create on-going relationships derived from communication, interactivity, and engagement – all
contributing to brand loyalty. Thus, by participating in the online environment through various social media platforms and
engaging in interactivity with fans, athletes have a tool to build their own personal brand and deliver it straight to
consumers. This is in contrast to the previously mediated portrayals by the mass media, which often contained varied
depictions, some of which were based on gender.

2.3. Visual portrayals of athletes

The body of research devoted to examining differences in traditional media coverage provided to male and female
athletes found that male athletes are often portrayed as more powerful and dominant, while females are depicted in more
feminine ways with frequent mentions of their families or personal lives (e.g., Knight & Giuliano, 2002, 2003). Due to the
media’s influence, myriad literature exists on the mass mediated visual portrayals of athletes (e.g., Angelini, MacArthur, &
Billings, 2012; Billings & Angelini, 2007; Clavio & Eagleman, 2011; Fink & Kensicki, 2002; Hardin, Lynn, & Walsdorf, 2005;
Jones, 2006), focusing on both broadcast television coverage as well as photographs. According to Jones (2006), ‘‘Photographs
tell stories. They are ‘so much a part of our daily lives we rarely think about how they influence us and what that influence is’’’
(p. 108).

Early studies on visual portrayals found that female athletes were featured more in gender appropriate sports and in
posed or passive photos rather than action shots, which reinforced stereotypical gender roles (Fink & Kensicki, 2002; Hardin,
Chance, Dodd, & Hardin, 2002; Hardin et al., 2005). Both Bissell and Duke (2007) and Greer, Hardin, and Homan (2009) found
American broadcaster NBC to use different camera angles on male and female athletes, with the coverage of females focusing
more on close-ups of the athletes’ bodies instead of their athletic action. Recent photographic coverage of athletes in sports
magazines continued the trend of sexualised portrayals in regard to female athletes, with Kayoung, Sagas, and Walker (2010)
examining photographic images in Sports Illustrated swimsuit issues. Results indicated athletes featured in posed, non-sport
related shots with female athletes being portrayed in highly sexualised ways.

When examining visual portrayals in new media, researchers revealed similarities to the types of portrayals found in
traditional forms of media. Although Jones (2006) found that females received more photographic coverage overall in
Australian public broadcaster ABC News’ online coverage of the 2004 Olympic Games, results indicated that female athletes
in team sports were featured far less and in non-action based shots. In a follow-up study examining online photographic
coverage of the 2008 Olympic Games, Jones (2013) found that male athletes were 1.6 times more likely to be the subject of
the photograph. Clavio and Eagleman (2011) examined photographic coverage provided to male and female athletes on
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top-ranked sports blogs and found that although females were the primary focus of only 8.7% of photographs, they were
depicted in sexually suggestive ways 73.7% of the time.

Not only is the examination of visual portrayals of athletes in online or new forms of media limited, but the majority of
visual portrayals are controlled by the mass media. This is significant, as the media influence body satisfaction and ideals for
body types (Harrison & Frederickson, 2003), and these body types have become more restrictive over time (Daniel &
Bridges, 2010). Krane et al. (2011) examined the desired type of sport images young, adolescent females preferred to see,
finding that authenticity (in regard to athleticism) and reflection of self were characteristics of positively viewed photos.
With the increased utilisation of social media platforms such as Instagram, athletes can now create visual portrayals of
their own choosing, perhaps countering traditional mass media depictions and marketing themselves in their own
preferred manner.

3. Purpose and research questions

The purpose of this study was to examine Olympic athletes’ self-presentation on Instagram in order to develop an
understanding of the ways in which athletes use this medium as a personal branding tool, and to understand whether
differences exist between male and female athletes.

Based on self-presentation theory and previous research on visual portrayals of athletes and athletes’ self-presentation
strategies on social media outlets, three research questions were developed, with additional sub-questions for the first
research question:

RQ1. How did athletes portray their personal brand via photographs on Instagram?
� How did fans engage with these photos through the use of likes and comments?
� What impact did the use of hashtags (#) and user tags (@) have on photo likes and comments?

RQ2. What impact did the athlete appearing in the photo have on follower engagement?

RQ3. What differences existed between the self-presentation tactics used on Instagram by male and female athletes?

4. Method

We employed a content analytic method to analyse eight international Olympic athletes’ photographs on Instagram and
to answer the research questions listed in the previous section. According to Riffe, Lacy, and Fico (2005), content analysis is a
systematic and replicable method for analysing content, both written and visual. Content analysis is considered an
unobtrusive method, as photographs are consumed after they are produced (Riffe et al., 2005). The last 100 photos from each
athlete’s account starting on 15 July 2013 were coded, totalling 800 photos in the sample. The procedure and sample size
were consistent with previous content analytic research (e.g., Burch, 2012; Clavio & Eagleman, 2011).

4.1. Codebook

A codebook and coding protocol were developed based on previous content analytic investigations of visual media
(Clavio & Eagleman, 2011) and athletes’ online self-presentations (Lebel & Danylchuk, 2012; Pegoraro, 2010). The
following 10 variables were included: coder ID, athlete’s name, date the photo was taken, number of likes, number of
comments, photo caption, number of user tags (@), number of hashtags (#), the main content of the photo, and whether
or not the athlete was in the photo. If the athlete appeared in the photo, an additional variable was coded to describe
what type of photo it was. It should be noted that user tags allow an Instagram user to tag other Instagram users in a
post and hashtags are used to categorise photos based on their content. Ovadia (2009) described them as digital
archives for single topics.

In terms of the main content of the photo, we used five of Pegoraro’s (2010) six categories from her examination of
athletes on Twitter, including relating to the athlete’s personal life, relating to the athlete’s business life, relating to the
athlete’s sport, other sport or athlete, pop culture or landmark reference. Her sixth category, responding to fans, was not
applicable to the Instagram platform, therefore we devised the category ‘‘reposting fan photos/content’’ and also created a
new category titled ‘‘Internet meme/screen capture’’ based on our assessment of athlete Instagram accounts in preparation
for the study. Oxford Dictionaries (2014) defines the word meme as ‘‘an image, video, piece of text, etc., typically humorous
in nature, that is copied and spread rapidly by Internet users, often with slight variations’’ (para. 2). See Table 1 for a
description of each category.

When an athlete appeared in the Instagram photo him/herself, the coders were asked to code the content of this photo
using an additional variable adopted from Fink and Kensicki’s (2002) examination of photographs in sport magazines and
Clavio and Eagleman’s (2011) examination of photographs on sports blogs. It included the following five categories: athletic
action, dressed but posed, nonsport setting, sexually suggestive, and combination. Table 1 also contains a detailed
description of each category.
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4.2. Sample selection

A purposive sample of four male and four female international athletes who competed in the 2012 Olympic Games and
maintained active Instagram accounts was utilised for this study. We chose to examine only individual sport athletes in this
analysis because athletes who compete in team sports in the Olympics often compete for other professional teams or leagues
(e.g., National Basketball Association, various soccer leagues) in non-Olympic years. Therefore, those athletes benefit from the
promotional efforts of these teams and the publicity received by the teams/leagues. While such athletes certainly utilise social
media and other avenues of personal brand-building, individual athletes receive far fewer team or league-based promotional
coverage in non-Olympic years and therefore often rely on their own personal efforts to build and maintain their personal brand
in a quest to remain relevant in the ‘‘off’’ years between Olympic Games. Therefore, we sought to discover how these athletes
utilised social media to build their own personal brand and communicate visually with fans and stakeholders.

A list of potential athletes for our study was developed based on the list of Olympic athletes on www.fanpagelist.com. In
order to appear on the list, athletes had to compete in an individual sport at the 2012 Olympic Games and must have not
announced their retirement following the 2012 Games. Additionally, we selected from a list of athletes who wrote their
photo captions in English, as the two trained coders were native English speakers and were not fluent in other languages.
Once this list was developed, each athlete’s Instagram account was visited to ensure that they posted enough photos to meet
the threshold of 100 for coding purposes. Finally, the researchers purposively selected eight athletes from this list of 31
athletes to ensure that a range of nationalities were represented and that at least one male athlete and one female athlete
from the same sport were utilised. The final list of athletes can be viewed in Table 2.

4.3. Coders and reliability

Two coders, both with PhDs in sport management and extensive backgrounds with the content analytic method,
underwent coder training prior to the coding process. In order to establish reliability, each independently coded 200 photos,
or 25% of the total sample of 800 photos (see also Riffe et al., 2005). Both percentage agreement and Cohen’s Kappa were
calculated to determine intercoder reliability figures. In terms of percentage agreement, Riffe et al. (2005) recommend that a
minimum of 80% should be achieved in order to continue a content analysis study. The two coders’ figures ranged from a low
of 83.50% (type of photo of athlete) and a high of 99.50% (number of user tags). Cohen’s Kappa was utilised to test for chance
agreement (Wimmer & Dominick, 2006). These figures ranged from a low of 0.73 (photo content) to a high of 0.99 (number of
user tags) and were therefore above Wimmer and Dominick’s (2006) acceptable range of .70. Following the intercoder
reliability testing the remaining 600 photos from the sample were divided evenly and coded independently.

5. Results

5.1. Photograph type

The first research question asked how athletes portrayed their personal brand via photographs on Instagram. Personal life
photos were the most popular, constituting 60.5% (n = 484) of the entire sample. Next were business life photos at 23.0%

Table 1

Category definitions of photos on Instagram.

Photo category Definition

Relating to athlete’s personal life Photos referring to their personal life, e.g., daily routine, weather, party reference, charity work, family

life, hanging out with friends.

Relating to athlete’s business life Photos referring to their business life, e.g., training, travelling for competition, game/meet preparations,

promoting products.

Relating to athlete’s sport Photos referring to their sport but not directly related to them, e.g., other games or athletes in their league/

sport, college or minor league games of the same sport, equipment.

Other sport or athlete Photos that focus on another sport or athlete. Aside from athletes, any photos of coaches, general

managers, owners, or broadcasters from other sports are applicable to this category.

Reposting photos/content originally

posted by fans

Screen shots of photos posted on Instagram by their fans.

Pop culture or landmark-focused photos Photos focused on a TV show, movie, musician or group, actor or actress, politician, famous landmark.

Internet meme/screen capture Internet memes or screen captures taken from the Internet (not from Instagram) and reposted on the

athlete’s Instagram account.

Categories for photos in which athletes appeared
Athletic action Athlete is actively engaged in a sport and dressed in athletic apparel.

Dressed, but posed Athlete is dressed in athletic apparel but posed for the photograph. Athlete is not engaged in athletic

activity at the time of the photo.

Nonsport setting Athlete dressed in nonathletic apparel and photographed in a nonathletic setting, such as at home with

his/her family.

Sexually suggestive Athlete dressed provocatively or photographed in such a way as to focus solely on sexual attributes.

Combination Photo collage or multiple images of an athlete appear in the Instagram photo and these fit more than one

category above.
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(n = 184), Internet meme or screen capture at 6.4% (n = 51) pop culture or landmark photos at 4.1% (n = 33), other sport or
athlete with 3.9% (n = 31), photos of the athlete’s sport with 1.5% (n = 12), and reposting fan content at 0.6% (n = 5). For all
eight athletes examined, personal life photos ranked as the most commonly posted photo. The percentage of personal life
photos posted by each athlete, along with all other photo categories, can be viewed in Table 3.

5.1.1. Photo likes and comments

The first sub-question under research question one asked how fans engaged with photos via likes and comments. Table 4
shows the overall mean number of likes and comments per photo type. ANOVA results revealed a significant effect of the
photo content on the number of likes at the .01 level for the six conditions [F(6, 793) = 3.68, p = 0.001]. Post hoc comparisons
using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean number of likes on athletes’ personal life photos (M = 21,389.50,
SD = 27,435.01) was significantly higher than the mean number of likes on athletes’ business lives (M = 14,777.80,
SD = 22,119.83) at the .05 level, and significantly higher than Internet meme or screen captures (M = 8532.12, SD = 10,074.87)
at the .01 level. In terms of comments, no significant differences were found between the photo type and number of
comments.

Finally, regarding number of likes and comments, a bivariate correlation revealed that the number of likes and number of
comments a photo received had significant positive correlation with each other, r(798) = 0.49, p < .01. This indicates that as
the number of likes on a photo increased, so too did the number of comments on that photo.

5.1.2. The use of hashtags and user tags

The second sub-question under research question one asked what impact hashtags (#) and user tags (@) had on photo
likes and comments. Bivariate correlations revealed that using hashtags had a small, but significant negative correlation with
the number of likes on a photo, r(798) = �0.099, p < .01. Similarly, the use of user tags also had a negative correlation with the

Table 2

Athlete Instagram accounts examined.

Athlete name Gender Country Sport Result at 2012 Olympics Age* Instagram

followers**

Date of first

Instagram post

Active on other

social media

outlets?

Nathan Adrian Male USA Swimming 100 m freestyle gold;

4 � 100 m medley gold;

4 � 100 m freestyle silver

24 58,428 11 June 2012 Twitter

Usain Bolt Male Jamaica Athletics 100 m gold; 200 m gold;

4 � 100 m gold

26 894,522 14 May 2012 Facebook &

Twitter

Tom Daley Male Great Britain Diving 10 m platform bronze;

4th place 10 m synchro

19 865,244 6 May 2012 Facebook &

Twitter

Jake Dalton Male USA Gymnastics 5th place team; 5th place floor 21 95,026 3 March 2012 Twitter

Tonia Couch Female Great Britain Diving 5th place 10 m synchro 24 16,708 29 June 2012 Twitter

McKayla Maroney Female USA Gymnastics Team gold; vault silver 17 654,322 5 February 2012 Twitter

Stephanie Rice Female Australia Swimming 4th place 200 m IM;

6th place 400 m IM

25 88,006 31 December 2011 Facebook &

Twitter

Sanya Richards-Ross Female USA Athletics 400 m gold; 4 � 400 m gold 28 70,751 23 August 2011 Facebook &

Twitter

* Age at the time the analysed pictures were posted.

** Number of Instagram followers at the time of data collection.

Table 3

Overall likes, overall comments, and photos by each athlete.

Photo type Overall

likes (M)

Overall

comments

(M)

% Photos

by Adrian

% Photos

by Bolt

% Photos

by Daley

% Photos

by Dalton

% Photos

by Couch

% Photos

by

Maroney

% Photos

by Rice

% Photos

by

Richards-Ross

Athlete’s personal life 21,389.50 286.62 46.0% 55.0% 75.0% 41.0% 73.0% 76.0% 58.0% 60.0%

Athlete’s business life 14,777.80 207.20 24.0% 28.0% 12.0% 33.0% 26.0% 14.0% 22.0% 25.0%

Athlete’s sport 276,362 2380 4.0% 0.0% 2.0% 3.0% 0.0% 3.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Other sport or athlete 647,070 6981 11.0% 4.0% 7.0% 6.0% 0.0% 0.0% 3.0% 0.0%

Reposting fan content 50,493 520 1.0% 1.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.0% 1.0% 1.0% 0.0%

Pop culture/landmark 379,199 4429 12.0% 4.0% 2.0% 11.0% 0.0% 0.0% 3.0% 1.0%

Meme/screen capture 435,138 7521 2.0% 8.0% 2.0% 6.0% 0.0% 6.0% 13.0% 14.0%

Photos in which the athlete appeared
Athletic action 916,991 14,740 1.8% 15.0% 9.4% 27.1% 12.7% 0.0% 5.8% 4.5%

Dressed but posed 16,438.46 205.76 16.1% 26.7% 7.8% 23.7% 15.2% 16.3% 4.3% 22.4%

Nonsport setting 19,323.89 255.54 80.4% 58.3% 67.2% 47.5% 63.3% 76.3% 78.3% 70.1%

Sexually suggestive 43,153.93 719.79 0.0% 0.0% 15.6% 1.7% 6.3% 6.3% 11.6% 0.0%

Combination 19,991.21 275.08 1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 2.5% 1.3% 0.0% 3.0%
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number of likes, r(798) = �0.137, p < .01. These results indicated that as the number of hashtags an athlete included on his/
her photo increased, the number of likes on the photo decreased. The same was true for user tags.

Regarding the number of comments, user tags were found to have a small, but significant negative correlation with the
number of comments, r(798) = �0.109, p < .01. Hashtags did not have any significant correlations with comments.

5.2. Athletes appearing in photos

Overall, athletes appeared in 535 of the photos coded, or 66.9% of the total sample. Of those, all four of the female athletes
appeared in their photos more often than the male athletes. Females appeared in 73.25% of their photos, while males
appeared in 60.5% of theirs. In terms of each individual athlete, Couch and Maroney appeared in 79% of their photos, Rice in
69%, Richards-Ross in 66%, Daley in 65%, Bolt in 60%, Dalton in 59%, and Adrian in 58%. Of those photos in which the athletes
appeared, the most common category was personal life photos (n = 340), followed by business life photos (n = 151). Further,
looking at the type of photo of the athlete, the most common was nonsport setting with 68.0% (n = 363), then dressed but
posed with 16.3% (n = 87), athletic action with 9.2% (n = 49), sexually suggestive with 5.4% (n = 29), and combination with
1.1% (n = 6).

The second research question asked what impact the athlete appearing in the photo had on fan engagement, which was
measured by the number of likes and comments a photo received. An independent samples t-test revealed that the number
of likes was significantly higher when the athlete appeared in the photo (M = 20,161.70, SD = 27,255.32) than when he or she
did not (M = 15,371.27, SD = 21,165.99), t(2.51) = 798, p = 0.000. Similarly, the number of comments was significantly higher
when the athlete appeared in the photo (M = 279.19, SD = 834.34) than when he or she did not (M = 186.09, SD = 283.68),
t(1.76) = 798, p = 0.018.

ANOVA results revealed significant differences for the number of likes on the types of photos of athletes. There was a
significant effect of photo type on number of likes at the .01 level for the six conditions [F(4, 529) = 6.31, p = 0.001]. Post hoc
results revealed that all categories were significantly different than the sexually suggestive photos (M = 43,153.93,
SD = 43,343.16). Athletic action (M = 18,714.10, SD = 29,179.64), dressed but posed (M = 16,438.46, SD = 20,894.93), and
nonsport setting (M = 19,323.89, SD = 25,367.50) photos were all significant at the .01 level, while combination photos
(M = 10,355.67, SD = 18,481.85) were significant at the .05 level.

Additionally, ANOVA results revealed significant differences for the number of comments on the types of photos of
athletes at the .01 level for the six conditions [F(4, 529) = 2.40, p = 0.049]. Post hoc results revealed two categories were
significantly different than sexually suggestive photos (M = 719.79, SD = 767.93). Dressed but posed photos (M = 205.76,
SD = 306.40) and nonsport setting photos (M = 255.54, SD = 937.05) were both significant at the .05 level.

5.3. Gender differences

The third research question asked what differences existed between the self-presentation tactics used on Instagram by
male and female athletes. In terms of the types of photos posted, overall chi square results revealed a significant difference
between the photo type and gender (x2 = 52.42, df = 6, p = .000). Table 4 displays the breakdown of photo type by gender and
indicates which photo types exhibited significant differences between males and females. Four significant differences
existed in the overall photo types, and two significant differences existed in photos in which the athlete appeared.

Regarding whether or not the athlete appeared in the photo, chi square results revealed significant differences based on
gender (x2 = 14.68, df = 1, p = .000), with female athletes posting photos of themselves more frequently (n = 293, M = 73.2%)
than male athletes (n = 242, M = 60.5%). Whenever the athletes appeared in the photo there was also an overall significant
gender difference between the type of photo (x2 = 13.49, df = 4, p = .009). Table 4 also shows the breakdown by gender and
photo type, as well as the photo types that were found to have significant differences based on gender.

Table 4

Differences in photo type based on gender.

Photo type Female (n) Female (%) Male (n) Male (%) Chi square significance

Athlete’s personal life 267 66.8% 217 54.2% x2 = 5.17, df = 1, p = 0.02

Athlete’s business life 87 21.8% 97 24.2% No significance

Athlete’s sport 3 0.8% 9 2.2% No significance

Other sport or athlete 3 0.8% 28 7.0% x2 = 20.16, df = 1, p = 0.000

Reposting fan content 3 0.8% 2 0.5% No significance

Pop culture/landmark 4 1.0% 29 7.2% x2 = 18.94, df = 1, p = 0.000

Internet meme/screen capture 33 8.2% 18 4.5% x2 = 4.14, df = 1, p = 0.03

Photos in which the athlete appeared
Athletic action 17 5.8% 32 13.4% x2 = 4.59, df = 1, p = 0.03

Dressed but posed 43 14.6% 44 18.4% No significance

Nonsport setting 212 71.9% 151 63.2% x2 = 10.25, df = 1, p = 0.001

Sexually suggestive 18 6.1% 11 4.6% No significance

Combination 5 1.7% 1 0.4% No significance
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Finally, based on each athlete’s number of followers and their mean number of likes and comments per photo, we
calculated the individual engagement rates for each athlete. The top three athletes in terms of engagement from fans/
followers were male. On average, Nathan Adrian had the largest percentage of followers who liked his photos (9.65%),
followed by Tom Daley (8.44%) and Jake Dalton (6.24%). All of the female athletes’ engagement rates via likes were higher
than the fourth male athlete, Usain Bolt. In terms of comments, Adrian again ranked first with 0.20% of his followers
commenting on his photos on average, followed by Daley (0.11%) and Dalton (0.08%). These results indicate that overall, the
male athletes in this study were more successful in eliciting engagement from their fans than the female athletes. The full
results appear in Table 5.

6. Discussion

The results from this study offer several areas of discussion and implications that can be utilised by athletes, sport
organisations, and sport management researchers. The first major finding was the popularity of personal life photos, as
athletes posted these to a much greater extent than other types of photos. They ranked as the most popular photos in terms
of follower comments and second most popular in terms of follower likes. Despite the prevalence of personal life photos,
however, business life photos were the most popular based on follower likes, yet these ranked a distant second to personal
life photos in the overall number of photos posted. The next major finding was the importance of athletes posting a variety of
photo types, as those athletes who followed this posting style elicited greater overall engagement from their followers.
Finally, the finding that sexually suggestive images were by far the most popular photos athletes posted of themselves is an
important finding that merits further discussion. The following section discusses the implications of these findings in detail
as they relate to self-presentation theory, athlete gender, and personal branding strategies.

6.1. Implications

Goffman’s (1959) self-presentation theory served as the theoretical framework for this study, and several conclusions can
be drawn about the eight athletes’ self-presentation strategies via the use of front stage and backstage performances in the
photos they chose to post. Personal life photos were posted to an overwhelmingly greater extent than other types of photos.
Categorised as backstage performances, these were used by female athletes more often than male athletes, which reinforced
the findings of scholars such as Fink and Kensicki (2002), Hardin et al. (2002, 2005), Bissell and Duke (2007), and Greer et al.
(2009), all of whom found that visual coverage of female athletes in traditional media included fewer sport action shots and
instead focused on the athletes’ personal lives or families. Backstage photos were quite popular amongst the athletes’
followers, as personal life photos received the greatest average number of comments and second most likes out of the six
photo categories. These findings aligned closely with those of Hambrick et al. (2010), Pegoraro (2010), and Lebel and
Danylchuk (2012), who suggested audiences want backstage performances. Interestingly, though, the four most successful
athletes in terms of follower engagement (Adrian, Daly, Dalton, and Maroney) received the greatest number of likes on
photos of their business life, indicating that fans favour photos of the athletes partaking in their chosen sport. This aligned
closely with Lebel and Danylchuk’s (2014) finding that fans preferred athlete Twitter profile photos that included some
aspect of the athlete’s sport. Despite the popularity of business life photos, however, the athletes in this study shared far
fewer of these than personal life photos. One of the most unique aspects of social media outlets such as Instagram is their
ability to allow athletes greater control of the image they portray to the public. By not posting many photos of themselves
engaged in their sport, these eight athletes might be missing out on opportunities to promote greater follower engagement
and build a more successful brand via visual self-presentation. Indeed, Arai et al. (2014) identified athletic performance as
one of the three key components to building an athlete brand.

In addition to posting more personal life photos, the female athletes also posted a greater number of photos in which they
personally appeared in the photo, and the majority of these photos depicted the women in private life settings. Based on

Table 5

Follower engagement for each athlete.

Athlete Likes per

picture (M)

Percentage

of followers

Photo category receiving

most mean likes

Comments per

picture (M)

Percentage of

followers

Photo category

receiving most

mean comments

Nathan Adrian 5640.58 9.65% Athlete’s Business Life 120.90 0.20% Athlete’s Business Life

Tom Daley 73,067.99 8.44% Athlete’s Business Life 992.39 0.11% Athlete’s Business Life

Jake Dalton 5932.27 6.24% Athlete’s Business Life 75.58 0.08% Athlete’s Sport

McKayla Maroney 39,095.88 5.96% Athlete’s Business Life 325.66 0.05% Athlete’s Business Life

Tonia Couch 735.00 4.40% Reposting Fan Content 9.84 0.05% Reposting Fan Content

Sanya Richards-Ross 1988.35 2.81% Athlete’s Business Life 27.18 0.04% Athlete’s Personal Life

Stephanie Rice 2453.59 2.79% Internet Meme or

Screen Capture

54.52 0.06% Internet Meme or

Screen Capture

Usain Bolt 19,685.30 2.20% Pop Culture or

Landmark Focus

380.72 0.04% Internet Meme or

Screen Capture
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previous research findings regarding backstage performances, one might reasonably posit that posting more personal life
photos in which the athlete appeared would encourage greater fan engagement, which is an important element in building
a personal brand, as continued audience engagement in the form of interactivity leads to brand loyalty with consumers
(Hambrick & Kang, 2014). The results from this study, however, indicated otherwise. Adrian and Dalton ranked first and
third, respectively, in terms of follower engagement via likes and comments with their photos and they also posted the
fewest personal life photos and photos of themselves out of the eight athletes examined. While further research is
necessary to determine why this was the case, it is possible that fans are more engaged when athletes post a wide variety of
content.

The prevalence of personal life photos posted by female athletes reflected the traditional practices of mainstream sports
media outlets, which can have implications for these athletes in terms of the followers they attract and the brand image they
project. While further research on the athletes’ audiences is necessary to determine their perceived brand image, it is
possible that they could target a broader and potentially more engaged audience by adopting the techniques of athletes such
as Adrian and Dalton, who presented a more balanced picture of their lives through the wide variety of photos posted. By
doing so, these athletes likely attracted followers with varying interests. For example, a wide variety of photographic content
could appeal to groups such as fans of the athlete’s sport, fans of the athlete’s sport accomplishments, fans who are attracted
to the athlete physically, and fans who enjoy seeing behind-the-scenes glimpses into the lives of celebrities. Additionally, the
large proportion of photos females posted of themselves could serve as a deterrent to fans who might view the athlete as
narcissistic or arrogant. Of the eight athletes examined, Adrian and Dalton’s balanced posting approach seemed to most
closely adhere to Arai et al.’s (2014) model of athlete brand image, which encourages athletes to maintain a fit between
athletic performance, attractive appearance, and marketable lifestyle in their branding efforts.

Based on our findings, it is plausible to suggest that athletes wishing to raise their public profile and build their personal
brand should experiment with posting a wider variety of photo types. Along with an opportunity to post more business life
photos to promote greater engagement, there also appears to be an opportunity for athletes to post more photographs of
their sport itself (not necessarily of themselves participating in it) since photos in this category received the greatest number
of likes on average out of all photo types, but only 12 of the 800 photos fell within this category. This appears to be a missed
opportunity for attracting fan interest, promoting engagement, and further building the athletic performance aspects of their
personal brands.

Although the number of sexually suggestive photos posted by the eight athletes in this study was relatively low, these
photos generated significantly greater numbers of likes and comments on average than the other types of photos. This result
seemed to echo the old saying that ‘‘sex sells’’. While posting sexually suggestive photos seems to be one method by which to
garner a greater number of likes and comments in the short-term, athletes should be careful when posting such photos, as
they could have long-term consequences on the public’s perceptions of the athlete. It is imperative that the types of photos
posted align closely with the brand image the athlete wishes to build. As noted by a Parmentier and Fischer (2012), the
person brand is composed of an athlete’s professional image and media persona. While the posting of sexually suggestive
photos may increase awareness and audience interactivity, this places more emphasis on the media persona component of
person brand equity at the expense of professional image. Rein, Kotler, and Shields (2006) noted the importance of athletes
establishing their desired brand while still competing, as this can help them establish brand longevity when they retire. From
a branding standpoint, while posting sexually suggestive photos may have short-term benefits, audiences’ long-term
associations with the athlete may be altered, and their professional image in the eyes of the public may suffer if these images
are incongruent with the athlete’s long-term branding strategy. Lebel and Danylchuk (2014) noted that posting an ill-
thought-out profile photo can create a lasting impression on the public and carries the possibility of following the athlete
throughout their life. Similarly, we argue that every photo an athlete chooses to post on Instagram or other social media
outlets serves as an important building block to their personal brand and athletes must be well aware of the potential
impacts – both positive and negative – that can result from each photo posted.

Finally, the findings discussed to this point all contribute to important brand management implications for both athletes
and sport organisations. As Parmentier and Fischer (2012) stated that the strength of an athlete’s personal brand can provide
significant value to other sport entities such as teams or events, the strength of Olympic sport athletes’ personal brands
contribute to the athlete’s personal assets in terms of sponsorships, fan followings, and public exposure in non-Olympic
years. Additionally, these personal brands also hold implications for stakeholders such as the athlete’s national sport
organisation (NSO), National Olympic Committee (NOC), and events in which the athlete competes (e.g., the International
Gymnastics Federation World Championships for athletes like Maroney and Dalton). As other researchers noted, it is
important that athletes realise everything they post in the new media space can and will be used by the public to judge them
(DeAndrea & Walther, 2011; Lebel & Danylchuk, 2012). The Olympic athletes examined in this study do not typically enjoy
the same promotional luxuries as athletes who belong to professional teams or leagues in non-Olympic years and can benefit
from the marketing and communication efforts of their team or league’s staffs (Eagleman, 2013). While individual sport
Olympic athletes currently receive some guidance and promotional benefits from their national governing bodies (e.g.,
British Swimming, USA Gymnastics, etc.), they are largely responsible for their own promotional and brand-building efforts
in non-Olympic years, and in order to attract sponsors and media coverage they must remain quite cognizant of the
impressions they project to the public of themselves. Lebel and Danylchuk (2014) warned ‘‘it is of the utmost importance
that athletes select their photographic self-presentation with care, realizing that it could be every bit as significant as the
content that accompanies it’’ (p. 334).
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Athletes are often the public faces associated with sport organisations like NSOs and NOCs, as well as the faces of events in
which they compete. The image they project has implications not only for their personal brand, but for public perceptions of
these sport organisations’ brands as well. Therefore, it is in a sport organisation’s best interest to develop strong relationships
with their athletes and engage in activities that facilitate the most positive impressions of these athletes. While we do not
advocate for the policing or controlling of athletes’ social media accounts by NSOs, NOCs, or events, it behoves such entities
to develop a strong understanding of effective social media communication and marketing practices. This would allow such
organisations to educate athletes about effective social media practices, thus assisting them in developing their most
effective possible personal brand. It is important that organisations and athletes do so strategically, focusing on developing
and managing the athlete’s personal brand in a way that is congruent with their desired long-term brand image. This has the
potential to allow the athlete to continue to benefit from their personal brand long after their competitive sporting days are
over. Maintaining this congruence and managing the athlete’s personal brand strategically will not only allow the athletes to
enjoy greater fan followings and potentially enhanced business opportunities, but will result in positive reflections on the
sport organisations and events, who can also reap greater business outcomes via increased ticket sales, memberships,
traditional media coverage, and business partnerships. Whereas in the past, athletes’ images were largely dictated by
mainstream media accounts, today’s athletes and sport organisations have the unique opportunity to craft their own public
personas and brands via new media.

7. Conclusion

This study sought to examine eight Olympic athletes’ self-presentation on Instagram to set a foundation for research on
athletes’ personal branding efforts in this new media space. The findings serve as an important starting point for sport
management researchers seeking to better understand athletes’ use of social media and specifically the use of photographs
to communicate with audiences and build the athlete’s personal brand. Visual self-presentations can have great implications
on athletes’ personal brands, the longevity of their brand beyond their competition days, audience perceptions of athletes,
and sponsorship and other business/promotional opportunities. These self-presentations also have implications for
stakeholders such as NSOs, NOCs, events, and sponsors, as noted in the previous section.

7.1. Limitations

This study was exploratory in nature, as research on the utilisation of Instagram as a social media tool in the context of
sport is limited. Therefore, the findings were largely descriptive and set the foundation for future work on this topic.
Furthermore, the results cannot be generalised to populations beyond the eight athletes who were examined in this study.
The athletes examined were all English speaking citizens of Commonwealth or former Commonwealth countries, which does
not allow for robust cultural comparisons and discussions. Additionally, due to the exploratory nature of the study the
sample size was small and included athletes in only four Olympic sports, which limits our understanding of athletes in other
sports. Despite these limitations, however, the findings provided a solid basis from which future research can explore
athletes’ and sport organisations’ use of Instagram as a marketing communication tool in greater depth.

7.2. Future research

Future research should build on this study by attempting to examine a larger number of athletes in order to increase the
generalisability of findings. Examining Olympic athletes’ social media posts in Olympic years and comparing this content to
their social media posts in non-Olympic years would provide insights into the potentially different social media strategies
employed based on the period of time in the Olympic cycle. As the International Olympic Committee (IOC) enforces a social
media policy for athletes during the Olympic Games, it would be interesting to note whether this policy results in athletes
altering their self-presentation styles and brand management tactics while competing. Social media posting behaviour could
also be followed over the life of a modern day athlete to determine whether and how athletes’ personal branding efforts and
strategies change over time.

In addition to research that analyses the content of athletes’ self-presentations, attempts should be made to interview the
athletes themselves to gain further insight into their social media marketing communication strategies, as well as their
perceived benefits and challenges of using social media to build their personal brand. It would also be beneficial to collect
data on sport fans’ impressions of athletes’ social media behaviours to develop a better understanding of the types of posts
and content that fans prefer, and determine if strategic use of this medium is of importance.

While this study collected data on the number of photo comments, we did not attempt to qualitatively analyse these
comments. Future researchers could gain additional insights into fan engagement by doing so. All of these ideas for further
research have the potential to lead to findings that athletes and their NSOs or NOCs could utilise to develop more effective
social media strategies.
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