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Abstract

:

Over the last few decades, various regions have taken advantage of sport as a tool for place branding. One of the most used strategies has been sporting events, which can help to position the regions and improve their image. With regard to destination image (DI), the penetration and popularity of social media such as Instagram has opened new avenues for place promotion and has turned the users of these platforms into active agents in the promotion of DI. This study aims to explore whether the participants and organisers of small-scale sport events (SSSEs) can contribute to the creation of destination image through the content they post on Instagram. For this purpose, the content of 1315 photographs posted by SSSE participants and organisers on Instagram was analysed. The results show that the photographs related to SSSEs reproduce destination attributes of the region and, consequently, are a source of DI creation. The results also show the importance of the specific moment of the event both in the DI and in the engagement of the posts. This research provides valuable information on the management of Instagram in the context of SSSEs, on the importance of the characteristics of the starting and finishing lines and of the course of the event; and on the desirability of aligning the perspective of the organisers and participants to maximise the potential for the creation of DI through SSSEs.
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1. Introduction


Sports tourism is one of the fastest growing areas within the tourism sector around the world [1]. One of the causes of this boom is sporting events, which have emerged as a powerful platform for place branding [2,3] and the improvement of destination image (DI) [4].



Many destinations have been focused for years on capturing mega sporting events, such as the Olympic Games or the FIFA World Cup, which have brought them various benefits with regard to place branding and have allowed them to reposition themselves [5,6,7]. More recently, some destinations with fewer resources and less economic capacity have used small-scale sport events (SSSEs) as an instrument to help improve their DI [8].



Furthermore, with the advent of social media and the increasing use of Instagram, it has been observed how images posted on the web can influence how the destinations are seen, experienced and remembered [9]. All of this has meant that tourist destination managers, sports events organisers and users have opened up new communication channels to project destinations and their most important characteristics [10].



In this context, it is important to study the extent to which SSSE participants and organisers can contribute to the DI. Specifically, this study asks the following research questions:



RQ1. What are the dominant attributes of the destination image of Osona as presented through SSSE participants and organisers on Instagram?



RQ2. What are the destination image attributes posted by SSSE participants and organisers influencing post engagement in Instagram?



The destination chosen to investigate this phenomenon was the region of Osona in the province of Barcelona, Catalonia. For more than five years, the administrations, companies and sports organisers of the Osona region have been working to position themselves as a sports tourism destination. Every year, Osona hosts more than 23,800 participants distributed in 95 outdoor sporting events.



The present study is structured around a review of the literature on key research concepts; a description of the methodological procedures used, with content analysis as the main technique; a section that deals with the empirical work and shows the potential of content posted on Instagram by SSSE participants and organisers as a source of DI, and how the main DI attributes affect post engagement, highlighting in both cases the importance of the event moment. With respect to the results, practical recommendations for maximising the use of SSSEs as a source of DI are proposed. In addition, finally, the limitations of the study are identified, and future lines of research are proposed.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Place Branding, Destination Branding and Destination Image


The competition between destinations to attract visitors is constant. This competition is a vehicle, in part, for the promotion of destination based on images and their attributes [11]. The association between brands and places is more recent. This practice is called place branding, “a network of associations in the consumers’ mind based on the visual, verbal, and behavioural expression of a place, which is embodied through the aims, communication, values, behaviour and the general culture of the place’s stakeholders and the overall place design” [12] (p. 5).



The management of places based on images, using marketing techniques to strengthen the brand, can mean a competitive advantage over other destinations [13]. In general, various strategies are used for marketing, branding, positioning, repositioning, and regeneration of any area or region [14]. All these techniques pursue three major goals: build brand awareness, influence the place’s image in the minds of consumers, and promote the place to its different target groups [15]. To guarantee success, the collaboration and participation of all the stakeholders in the region, both public and private, is essential [16,17,18]. Place branding offers a broad and deep perspective on the relationships between a place and its surroundings [19].



One of the sectors where place branding has been most studied is tourism [11,20], which has become a key element of brand building for cities, regions and countries [21]. Chung-Shing and Marafa [22] (p. 34) stress that “place branding cannot be solely understood through tourism, but it cannot be understood without tourism”. In fact, place branding is considered a key took in tourism marketing, providing a powerful image of the place to both visitors and investors and residents [23].



When place branding strategies are applied to tourism, the concept of destination branding is usually adopted [19]. Hanna [11] and Kotsi [24] define destination branding as an aspect of place branding in which the place is seen from the perspective of tourists and the tourist industry. Its main objective is to develop a consistent brand strategy that allows it to create a positive image of the destination, establish a clear positioning and differentiate it from its competitors [25,26], and influence the tourist decision-making process [27].



In branding a destination, marketers should select a consistent blend of elements to generate a unique identity [28]. Destinations need to identify their most attractive attributes, seek their essence and the values that make them unique to tourists and promote them through communication campaigns [29]. Pereira et al. [30] point out that the process of creating brands for destinations is related to the desired image of that destination, the experience of the destination, and the differentiation between destinations. Furthermore, destination branding must take into account hard factors, such as infrastructures, accessibility and the economy, as well as soft factors, such as the surroundings, the friendliness of the residents, art or leisure activities [31].



One of the core elements of destination branding is the creation of the image [32]. The image of the destination is the mental image that an individual has of a place [5], which is made up of the sum of beliefs, ideas and impressions that the individual has of a destination [33]. The destination image has three dimensions [34,35]: the cognitive dimension, which has to do with the tourists’ knowledge and beliefs regarding the destination attributes (DAs); the affective dimension, which is related to emotional responses to the destination; and the conative dimension, which represents the behaviour of the tourists and their intentions to return and recommend the destination. According to Stylidis et al. [36], the interaction between the cognitive and affective dimension makes up the overall destination image.



Hankinson [37] emphasises that image development is a key activity in brand creation. Thus, the destination image is understood as a concept that pre-exists the destination brand [38]. In this regard, branding improves the destination image, while the destination image is a determining factor in the choice of visitors [39,40]. At the tourism level, the destination image affects the behaviour of the visitors and their intentions to return or recommend it [14,41].




2.2. The Role of Sports in Place Branding and Destination Image


Sport plays an important role in shaping images of a place. Its universal nature, the dynamism and visibility of sport, the media interest it generates, and the greater appreciation of a healthy life linked to physical activity are some factors that explain this importance [42]. Thus, sport has been a significant leverage for many regions [2]. In fact, not only competitive and professional sport but all kinds of sport can be important in place branding processes [21].



Rein and Shields [3] suggest that sports branding is about the connection between people and their place, and there is no substitute for this relationship. They identify three platforms for a place branding strategy through sports: event, team and place. In a similar way, Lubowiecki and Basinska [21] relate sports place branding to building the brand image through a particular combination of sports, sports team, sports events, sports facilities, famous athletes, institutions or sports equipment manufacturers. All of them agree that sporting events are the current best practice of sports place branding. In fact, sport events are being used in three different approaches: as co-branding partners with the destination brand; as extensions of the destination; and as features of the destination [4]. Sporting events have also been analysed as rebranding tools, taking into account two major dimensions: the locus of the sports event, which can be local or international; and the frequency of the sports event—one-off or recurring [43].



Bodet and Lacassagne [44] explain that major sporting events can be used as a place branding tool based on the image transfer process from the event to the place. However, Kaplanidou and Vogt [45] did not find the same relationship in the reverse direction. Either way, sport can be a helpful tool to differentiate a place brand, promote brand positioning and create lasting perceptions of a destination brand [46].



Kozma [47] points to several benefits associated with sport place branding. Some of the most important are the economic revenue generated by sport events, the participants’ later return to the place, the media interest accompanying sporting events, the infrastructural development, the social impact on the residents and locals, the promotion of health, the reinforcement of the relationship between private and public sectors, and the networking between volunteers coming from various layers of society.



In the case of tourism and events, sport-related attributes can differentiate a destination from competitors [45,48,49] and can generate synergies between the destination and the event [50,51]. According to Chen and Funk [52], the image of a sports tourism destination can be treated as a composite tourism product, made up of distinctive elements of the region that hosts a sporting event. Thus, events are often used to improve the image of the destinations [53].



This is especially important since the image influences destination choice [54,55], visitor satisfaction and intention to return [8,40,54,56,57,58], and recommendation of the destination to others [40,57,58]. Furthermore, to maximise synergies between sporting events and the destination brand, they need to be hosted throughout the year and on a sustained basis [4,59].




2.3. Sports Tourism and Small-Scale Sport Events


According to Hallman et al. [60], sports tourism is a phenomenon that arises from the unique interaction of people, places and activities. Delpy [61] defines it as travelling to participate in a sport activity, to observe sport or to visit a sport attraction. However, as noted by Duglio et al. [62], sports tourism is a broad concept, since it relates to both the direct and indirect benefits of tourists travelling to actively participate in or attend a sporting event with a wide range of activities.



The sports tourism industry has grown considerably in recent decades [1,63], with sports tourism being the fastest growing tourism area [2]. In 2018, for example, it is estimated that between 25% and 30% of the business generated by tourism in the world was related to sport [64]. In Spain, in 2019 sports tourism generated 1433.8 million euros in spending by international travellers and attracted 6.2 million visitors [65].



One of the sectors that has had the biggest impact in sports tourism in recent years has been sporting events [66]. For example, data on participation in sporting events such as mountain running, endurance and ultratrail have experienced strong growth [62]. In the United States, the races counted by organisations accredited by the International Trail Running Association went from 1651 in 2015 to over 8300 in 2016. In addition, in 2018, 18.1 million athletes took part in running events in the United States [67].



Getz [68] distinguishes four categories of sporting events—mega-events, hallmark events, regional events and local events—and relates them to the value they bring to the region and the impact they generate. The first two types are an important touristic attraction and generate added value to the destination. In contrast, regional events and, especially, local events, have less capacity to generate added value and tourism.



The main benefits attributed to mega-events and hallmark events are the potential for tourist attraction [45,52], the improvement of the destination image [57,69,70,71], the capacity for economic development [72,73] and upgraded destination infrastructure [74].



However, since the early 2000s, many communities have started to realise the tourist potential inherent in small-scale sport events [69,75], and consequently the interest in organising them has increased considerably [76,77]. Some authors even point out that the potential for tourism development is higher in small-scale events than in mega-events [78], especially if they are held recurrently [79].



Minor events are events where competitors may outnumber the spectators, often held annually, with little national media interest and limited economic activity compared to the large-scale events [73]. Included in the small-scale events are Participatory Sport Events (PSEs), which are “community-based open-entry events that require participants to engage in moderate-to-high levels of energy expenditure” [80] (p. 149). PSEs prioritise participation and interaction in the end result and are characterised by their popular, non-competitive nature and challenges based on terrain, time and distance [81]. They often take advantage of existing equipment and resources, so they do not involve a very high investment [82,83,84]. Some events that could be considered PSEs are triathlons, running and trail running, cycling, open water swimming and other outdoor and adventure events [85].



Although small-scale sports events have a lower impact nationally and globally, they are especially important for the destinations that host them [40,52,86]. Faced with this situation, many communities have decided to attract and organise such events [87], aware that they represent an ideal opportunity to attract many visitors to both the event and the region [8,61,88].




2.4. Social Media in the Tourism Industry


At the level of communication, the process of creating the destination image involves three phases: the primary phase, which is based on the landscape, infrastructure, organisations and behaviours; the secondary phase, which includes information, publicity and public relations, among others; and the tertiary phase, which has to do with word of mouth [21]. Traditionally, this process was done through Destination Marketing Organisations (DMOs) [89]. However, with the current use of the Internet, the DMOs have lost control over the creation of destination images [90], and this has been transferred, in part, to users and content creators via social networks such as Instagram [91].



Social media is already part of the daily lives of millions of people around the world; they are an ideal space for users to share personal topics, including what they buy or where they go [20]. In addition, they have become an ideal marketing channel for brands [92].



With respect to tourism, they have had a considerable impact on destination promotion and are increasingly used by tourism managers in their marketing strategies [93]. In fact, social media is one of the main drivers of tourists’ choice of destination [94,95]. A total of 80% of people who want to travel ask for recommendations from their social media contacts, and 93% of visitors are influenced by the opinions of other users [92].



One of the main advantages attributed to their use is the ability to communicate directly with consumers [96] and to turn them into active subjects that contribute to brand creation [97,98]. Although initially used in a similar way to traditional media, they are now a dual channel of communication between brands and users [99]. The same authors have identified four key elements in the use of social media: they promote the creation of user-generated content (UGC); they take advantage of online interaction to establish ongoing relationships; they form virtual communities around a place to improve conversation and interaction; and they provide the opportunity to learn from clients, using the two-way interaction to receive feedback and analyse the market.



All these elements have fostered consumers’ ability to influence the decision-making of other users at a level not seen before [100] through user-generated content [101]. User-generated content refers to content posted on a publicly accessible website or social network that has been created by non-professional users [102]. Proximity between users reinforces influence between individuals because it reduces the perceived distance between the source of information and the receiver, therefore increasing trust between the sender and the person receiving the information [20]. Online user-generated content has been gaining prominence and is currently a topic of great interest in the literature on tourism [100,103,104,105,106,107,108,109].



Tourists today study the comments and criticisms of other users on the Internet, and they consider them more reliable than the information presented by DMO websites [94,110]. This has meant that today, the destination image is no longer shaped by official organisations [41], but rather through the vision of multiple online users [108]. UGC also influences brand perceptions positively, enriching both its image and the knowledge that users have of it [111].



In this context, one of the most impactful social networks is Instagram. Since its launch, over 50 billion photos have been uploaded, and 995 new images are posted every second [112]. In addition to personal uses, Instagram has also become a business communication tool thanks to the power of images, which are much more attractive than textual content [113]. From the users’ perspective, Instagram is the most popular platform among young people when making decisions prior to a trip [108].



Images and visual content are a very useful tool for examining the representation of a place, and photographs are an extremely important element in the projection of destination images [103]. Posting on Instagram, visitors perform as photographers and visualise their impressions [107]. In fact, these photographs not only communicate their preferences, but also provide information about behaviours [90].



Several studies point to Instagram’s contribution to the creation of destination images [9,91,92,110,113,114] and the choice of destination, especially among millennials, who make their choices based on how “Instagrammable” they are [115].



As noted by Yu et al. [109], another important element of social media is the popularity, the user engagement, of the posts. This can be measured by two variables: the number of likes and the number of comments [107,116]. Images and videos are the types of posts that tend to generate most likes and comments [116]. Furthermore, the images with most likes tend to represent places of interest to the community and in turn increase the interest of other users in the destination [117].





3. Materials and Methods


This research is based on the analysis of visual contents posted on Instagram by the organisers and participants in the four outdoor sporting events in the Osona region with most participants.



To answer the research questions, a content analysis was carried out. Content analysis is an unobtrusive and replicable method [118,119] which has been used in a wide variety of sport management research.



This method is especially useful in the analysis of social media posts [9], and is the most frequently used method in tourism research of visual images [115] and in destination image [102,105,113,115,119].



In short, according to Stepchenkova et al. [105] (p. 592), content analysis “’breaks’ a picture into several attributes (or categories) guided by what is depicted on a photo and takes these representations at face value”.



3.1. Codebook


A codebook was developed specifically for the purpose of this study based on previous literature. The unit of analysis was each individual photo posted on Instagram. The codebook was divided between three blocks: cognitive dimension, affective dimension and post engagement (Table 1).



The cognitive dimension comprises 18 destination attributes divided into four categories: nature-, culture-, people- and event-related content. The first three categories are based on the proposals of Iglesias-Sánchez et al. [9], Mak [102], Nixon [114], and Aramendia-Muneta et al. [115]. The fourth category was developed following the recommendations of three professors specialised in sports management and includes elements specific to the organisation of the event. It considers the event moment that describes the moment of the event captured in the photo (before the race, related to the starting line, during the race, related to the finishing line, after the race, and others), elements of the event prize (t-shirts, runner’s bag, gifts, the numbers, diplomas, medals and trophies) and the aspects of the event infrastructure (tents, starting or finishing line arch, fences, podiums and photocalls, signage and refreshments).



With regard to the affective dimension, as proposed by Peters [120] and Sun et al. [119], it comprises two dimensions: subsuming emotions (joy and happiness, calm and serenity, excitement and challenge, and sadness and nostalgia) and tonality (positive, neutral and negative).



Finally, the engagement of the posts was analysed based on Kuhzady [113] through the number of likes and comments.




3.2. Data Collection


Two sources of image generation were considered for this study. On the one hand, the posted contents by the race participants were analysed through the hashtags associated with each event. Hashtags, as Gon [121] attests, bring together content related to a specific topic, generate online discussions and make posts available to other users. In addition, on the other hand, the posts generated by the organisers of these events, collected through the official accounts of each event, were studied.



A total amount of 1315 pictures posted between January 1 and December 31, 2019, were coded. A total of 383 of them were posted by the events’ official accounts (Table 2) and 932 by the event participants (Table 3). The images were downloaded in October 2020 using the software 4 K Stogram.




3.3. Data Analysis


Analysis of the images was based on the observation of two expert coders in sporting events, with previous experience in the use of Instagram and content analysis. A random sample of 150 images was used to test reliability between coders. Intercoder reliability was 92%, a value higher than the 0.9 recommended by Neuendorf [122].



All the images were then identified and indexed in a database that included analysis of the cognitive dimension, the affective dimension and engagement. All the elements of the cognitive dimension were considered to be destination attributes (DA), except for the unique presence of the elements ‘people racing’ and ‘people others’, because they did not allow us to relate the image with the specific destination. Finally, once the photographs were analysed, general metrics were developed.





4. Results


4.1. Destination Attributes


The images of the events posted on Instagram contain for the most part (89.12%) distinctive elements of the destination that hosts them. In fact, in many cases the images contain several Das (Figure 1). Only one distinctive element was observed in 26.8% of the images, two in 26.7%, three in 32% and four or more in 8% of the images. (Table 4). Analysed separately, users’ photographs have almost the same number of destination attributes on average (2.2) as those of the organisers (2.3).




4.2. Cognitive Dimension


Regarding the cognitive dimension, the presence of the four categories analysed is also very similar in the photographs of the organisers and users (Table 5). The most common category in the photographs is that of people. This category appears in almost 9 out of 10 photographs (87% users and 88% organisers), followed by nature (65 and 63%, respectively), culture (41% in both) and event (35% and 39%).



Regarding the presence of each of the elements that make up the different categories (Table 6), the most common element in the images is that of ‘people racing’ (69% in the photos of the users and 67% in those of the organisers). This element is followed by ‘forests’ (45% and 43%), ‘atmosphere’ (31% and 38%), ‘infrastructure’ (31% and 34%), ‘urban’ (31% and 32%) and ‘mountains’ (27% in both groups).



The destination attributes projected from the analysed Instagram accounts show an image of Osona, in relation to the nature dimension, predominantly linked to forests but also with a considerable presence of the element ‘mountains’ (27%) and ‘countryside’ (18% and 19%). The element ‘water’ appears in only one in ten photographs, while the element ‘animals’ is almost residual (2%).



With regard to the ‘cultural’ dimension, the presence of elements linked to ‘urban’ aspects (31% and 32%), a lower presence of elements of ‘cultural heritage’ (9% and 7%), and a reduced presence of elements ‘gastronomy’ (3% and 5%) stand out.



Finally, in the ‘event’ dimension, the presence of photographs that contain elements related to the event’s infrastructure and aspects related to the ‘prize’ element (7% and 8%) stand out.




4.3. Event Moment and Destination Attributes


Determining the moment (Figure 2) that the photographs captured a key variable in the analysis of the image projected through small-scale sport events. Significant differences are observed depending on the moment (Table 7 and Table 8). The moment with most photographs is that of ‘racing’, with 51% of the users’ photographs (and 44% those of the organisers) capturing this moment. The other moment highlighted, especially by the organisers (33%), is the variable ‘others’. The moment of arriving at the finishing line and the post-race space linked to the delivery of prizes and gifts were two moments highlighted by the users, not the organisers (10% and 11%, respectively). The other moments had percentages under 10 for both and organisers and users.



When the categories are analysed in relation to the moment of the race, big differences between and within categories were found. The only category with constant values was that of ‘people’, which obtained values close to 100% in every moment, except in the moment ‘others’ (44% in users and 70% in organisers). The ‘nature’ category obtained its highest value in the ‘racing’ moment (95 and 99%), but drops drastically when the moment is the finishing or the starting line. In these cases, the presence of nature elements did not exceed 6% in users and was non-existent in the organisers. This presence increases when the moment is ‘after the finishing line’ (28% users and 46% organisers).



A very different behaviour can be observed in the ‘culture’ category (Table 9). In the racing moment, its presence, with the combined data of organisers and participants, drops to 16%, while at the start and finish it reaches values close to 100%. However, the results broken down by elements within this category show that of the 382 DAs collected from ‘culture’, almost no element of ‘cultural heritage’ (100 of the elements of ‘culture’) appears at the ‘starting’ and ‘finishing line’ moments; and in contrast, its presence reaches 61% during the race and 24% at ‘other’ moments.




4.4. Affective Dimension


With respect to the affective dimension (Figure 3), there are few differences between participants and organisers. With regard to emotions (Table 10), 47% of the participants’ posts and 51% of the organisers evoke joy and happiness. To a lesser extent, posts that represent excitement are observed (40% in participants and 39% in organisers).



With regard to tone (Table 11), the positivity that the analysed images emanate, both of the participants (90%) and organisers (94%), stands out. It is also notable that in neither case is a negative tone transmitted.




4.5. Post Engagement


In terms of engagement (Figure 4), the analysed images received a total of 189,408 likes and 6002 comments (Table 12). The difference in likes and comments is one of facts that most stands out. On average, the likes received by the organisers (244.5) double those of the users (127). In contrast, participants receive almost two more comments per post (5.6) than the organisers (3.8).



4.5.1. Engagement and Destination Attributes


The number of destination attributes that appear in the images also affects the engagement of the posts (Table 13). In the case of the users, the photographs that generated the most interaction were those containing two DAs (144.42), followed by those containing only one (128.06). In contrast, the posts of the organisers with the most likes were those that included four DAs (260.43), followed by those with two (235.48).



The comments were also affected by the number of destination attributes. In the case of the participants, images with five attributes were the ones that received the most comments (9.88), followed by those with four (7.27). This phenomenon was not repeated with the organisers. The photographs that generated the most comments were those that contained two DAs (6) and those that contained one (4.20).




4.5.2. Engagement and Categories


With regard to the categories of the cognitive dimension, certain differences were observed between the participants and organisers (Table 14). Regarding the participants, there was only an average difference of 7.67 likes between the elements that generated most likes (people) and least likes (nature). In contrast, the difference in likes between the images posted by the organisers is notable. Images with cultural elements received the most likes (288.07), followed by those with attributes of the event (278.89). Nature was the category with the least likes (215.2).



The average of comments varied between participants, with a difference of 2.38 comments between images with elements of culture (7.15) and of nature (4.77). Among organisers, the average number of comments is similar in all four dimensions.




4.5.3. Engagement and the Specific Moment of the Event


The images that generated most likes corresponded to the ‘finishing line’ moment, both in those of the participants (169.1 on average), and in those of the organisers (311.6). In addition, only in the case of the organisers’ images did the ‘starting line’ moment have the same number of likes (310.8) (Table 15).



The comments presented different results. The moments ‘before the race’ (9.2), ‘finishing line’ (8.4) and ‘after the race’ (8.3) showed the highest values in the participants’ photographs, while the ‘others’ (4.2) and ‘racing’ (4.1) were the two moments with most likes in those of the organisers.






5. Discussion and Conclusions


This is the first article to look specifically at the role of participants and organisers of small-scale sport events in the creation of DI through their posts on Instagram.



In line with previous research [9,27,41,91,110,113,114], they show the role of Instagram as a platform for DI generation. The results of the study show how the contents posted by both the participants and the SSSE organisers also contribute to the creation of destination image, both of which stand as an alternative to the DMOs in the generation of the DI.



Several authors recommend that all the stakeholders involved in the creation of the DI promulgate a coherent and unified proposal [17,18,91]. The elements that make up the proposed cognitive and affective dimensions [35] used in this study to analyse the DI present very similar results in both organisers and users. This fact means that the SSSEs are events that need to be considered when projecting the DI in a homogenous way among the different stakeholders. To this must be added the fact that when an event is paired with a destination, a synthesis between the two takes place [32] in such a way that the combination of both aspects makes the SSSEs appealing platforms for the creation of place branding.



With regard to the destination attributes projected by the SSSEs, the results show the preponderance of the nature and urban elements of the DI. These data are consistent with other studies of image analysis projected on Instagram by both users and DMOs focused primarily on tourist destinations [9,102,113]. However, there are differences, with much lower results in the SSSEs of the ‘cultural heritage’ and ‘gastronomy’ elements.



This article also contributes to the literature on small-scale sport events and the creation of DI by showing that the moment of the race that the images capture is a key element in the projected DI. The moment affects both the destination attributes and post engagement. The ‘racing’ moment, present in half of the photographs analysed, stands out for the high presence of ‘nature’ elements. It is also the only moment in which ‘cultural heritage’ elements are present. In contrast, these two elements hardly appear at all in the images related to the starting and finishing lines of the SSSEs, where the aspects of the urban environment are the most projected. Unfortunately, the absence of other similar studies makes it impossible to compare these results with other research.



Another contribution of the article lies in the affective dimension, where the results are very similar to those of the studies where the DI projected by users on social media was analysed [9,102]. Thus, SSSE photographs show an exclusively positive tone and almost half are associated with the emotions of ‘joy and happiness’. However, the main and outstanding difference with the other studies lies on the high presence—one in every two posts—of the emotion of ‘excitement’. This aspect needs to be highlighted since it points to the potential of SSSEs to position the sports destinations as challenging and exciting regions.



With respect to engagement, the results show that the organisers’ posts receive more likes than those of the participants, while the participants’ posts receive more comments. These results are in line with what Russman and Svensson [123] explain when they point out that the likes and comments allow us to discern whether engagement with the audience on Instagram is one-way and related to self-presentation (likes) or bidirectional, which includes feedback from other Instagrammers (comments). The difference between the type of engagement between organisers and users would be explained, as Aramendia-Muneta et al. [115] point out, by the greater effort required to leave a comment and the less personal and affective connection of the other Instagrammers with the organisers compared to the users.



The results of engagement, based on the ‘likes’, shows different data depending on the dimension, coinciding with the work of Aramendia-Muneta et al. [115], which stated that the presence of certain attributes has a greater impact than others on the number of likes obtained and differences depending on the users and organisers. Thus, the users’ images with the most likes are those in which the ‘people’ dimension is present, coinciding with the results of Bakhshi et al. [124] and Ferwerda et al. [125]; while those of the organisers with most likes are those in which the ‘culture’ and ‘event’ dimensions are present. As for the participants’ comments, their focus is on the ‘culture’ dimension.



All these results indicate, as we have pointed out regarding the presence of destination attributes, a clear influence of the moment of the event on engagement as well. Thus, the greater engagement in the ‘culture’ and ‘event’ dimensions may be due, not so much to these destination attributes, but rather to the fact that the ‘finishing line’ illustrates passing the challenge of the race. In addition, consequently, it is what most Instagrammers choose to comment on. In this regard, it is key for SSSE organisers to prepare the destination attributes they wish to promote, bearing in mind the different moments of the race.



Ultimately, in line with Hemmonsbey and Maloney [46], from a strategic perspective, to maximise the potential for place branding creation of the SSSEs, similar approaches between organisers, participants and DMOs should be supported.



5.1. Practical Implications


The results of this article offer several practical implications for destination managers and SSSE organisers. First, it is advisable to align and coordinate the communication strategies of DMOs and organisers on social media and to encourage participants to share the photographs provided by the organisation through official hashtags of the events.



Furthermore, given that the moment of the race with most images is when the participants are running, the organisers should design the course, and the provisioning areas, taking into account the combination of unique landscapes and the appearance of distinctive historical and heritage attractions of the destination. In addition, it would be recommendable to place the photographs of the event in these areas of cultural and natural interest.



In a similar vein, given that the photographs relating to the ‘finishing line’ and ‘after the race’ moments are those that generate most engagement, the organisers could place the starting and finishing lines around singular cultural and heritage elements. Coinciding with the starting and finishing lines of the participants, traditional shows and entertainment activities could be set up to showcase the area’s culture.



Moreover, it is important to consider that that the elements related to the event infrastructure (podiums, photocalls, finishing line arches, etc.) that frequently appear in the photographs, are useful spaces to give visibility to the distinctive elements of the region.



The results of this study are also instructive for the management of promoted posts, which are becoming increasingly popular on Instagram [126]. Through promoted posts, organisers and DMO managers can reach new users and promote both the event and the destination. To do this more effectively, organisers should take photographs showing distinctive attributes of the destination combined with different moments of the race, mainly those related to racing and the finishing line.



To make the most of Instagram’s potential to create DI, the organisers could encourage participants to share their experiences in relation to the most distinctive and unique attributes of the area (cultural heritage, natural elements, etc.). Furthermore, to achieve higher levels of participation, these posts could be promoted through extrinsic incentives such as raffles, prizes, or registrations for the next editions of the event.



Finally, from the users’ perspective, Instagram can be useful in two ways. On the one hand, it offers them the possibility of accessing content generated by other participants and event organisers about key elements in the choice of the event and destination (the route, the atmosphere or the landscape) [127]. On the other hand, Instagram gives them the opportunity to project their vision of DI, to influence the decisions of their followers through the photographs they share, and to achieve higher levels of engagement depending on the attributes present in the photographs.




5.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions


The present study extends the knowledge about the role of content shared by participants and organisers of sporting events as a source of destination image creation.



Despite the results of this exploratory research, further studies are required. In particular, this phenomenon should be further investigated in other destinations and in different types of events (recurring and non-recurring, individual and team sports, indoor and outdoor, etc.).



Another perspective that could be included in future research is that of DMOs. The image projected by participants and event organisers could be compared with that of the DMOs of the area to see if they match.



Finally, with regard to post engagement, only the attributes of DI have been considered in this research. Future research could incorporate variables such as the time of day when the image is uploaded, the type of content, the number of hashtags or the content of the text that accompanies the images [128].
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Figure 1. Examples of images with different destination attributes: (a) Forests, mountains and countryside; (b) Forests, water and cultural heritage. 
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Figure 2. Examples of moments of the images: (a) Starting line; (b) Racing; (c) Finishing line. 
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Figure 3. Emotions in the photographs: (a) Joy and happiness; (b) Challenge and excitement. 
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Figure 4. Photographs with more engagement: (a) post with more likes; (b) post with more comments. 
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Table 1. Codebook based on previous research.
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Dimension

	
Categories

	
Attributes

	






	
Cognitive dimension

	
Nature

	
Mountain

	




	
Forest

	




	
Water

	




	
Countryside

	




	
Animals

	




	
Others

	




	
Culture

	
Urban

	




	
Cultural Heritage

	




	
Gastronomy

	




	
Others

	




	
People

	
Racing

	




	
Atmosphere

	




	
Cultural heritage

	




	
Others

	




	
Event

	
Prize elements

	
Yes




	
No




	
Event infrastructure

	
Yes




	
No




	
Momentum

	
Before the race




	
Starting line




	
Racing




	
Finishing line




	
After the race




	
Others




	
Affective dimension

	
Emotions

	
Joy/happiness

	




	
Calm/serenity

	




	
Excitement/challenge

	




	
Sadness/Nostalgia

	




	
Tone

	
Positive

	




	
Neutral

	




	
Negative

	




	
Engagement

	
Likes

	

	




	

	
Comments
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Table 2. Event organiser accounts monitored.
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	Event Organiser Accounts
	Number of Posts





	@cabreresbtt
	122



	@pelscaminsdelsmatxos
	90



	@traildelbisaura
	127



	@trailfontsdelmontseny
	44
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Table 3. Event-related hashtags monitored.
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Event Name

	
Related Hashtags

	
Number of Posts

	
Total Posts






	
Cabrerès BTT

	
#cabrerèsbtt2019

	
10

	
175




	
#cabreresbtt2019

	
157




	
#cabreresbtt

	
8




	
Pels Camins dels Matxos

	
#pelscaminsdelsmatxos

	
81

	
314




	
#matxos19

	
233




	
Trail del Bisaura

	
#traildelbisaura

	
246

	
260




	
#traildelbisaura2019

	
14




	
Trail Fonts del Montseny

	
#trailfontsdelmontseny

	
121

	
183




	
#trailfontsdelmontseny2019

	
62
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Table 4. Number of destination attributes in the photographs.
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	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	Participants
	29.6%
	29.6%
	32.5%
	7.3%
	1%
	0.1%



	Organisers
	28.7%
	24.9%
	35.8%
	8.9%
	1.5%
	0.3%
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Table 5. Presence of the categories in the photographs.
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	Nature
	Culture
	People
	Event





	Participants
	65%
	41%
	87%
	35%



	Organisers
	63%
	41%
	88%
	39%
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Table 6. Distribution of the destination attributes in each category.
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Category

	
Attributes

	
Users

	
Organisers






	
Nature

	
Mountains

	
27%

	
27%




	
Forests

	
45%

	
43%




	
Water

	
8%

	
10%




	
Countryside

	
18%

	
19%




	
Animals

	
2%

	
2%




	
Others

	
0%

	
1%




	
Culture

	
Urban

	
31%

	
32%




	
Heritage

	
9%

	
7%




	
Gastronomy

	
3%

	
5%




	
Others

	
1%

	
1%




	
People

	
Racing

	
69%

	
67%




	
Atmosphere

	
31%

	
38%




	
Heritage

	
1%

	
1%




	
Others

	
0%

	
12%




	
Event

	
Prize

	
7%

	
8%




	
Infrastructure

	
31%

	
34%
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Table 7. Categories in relation to the event moment. Users.
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	General
	Nature
	Culture
	People
	Event





	Before the race
	5%
	33%
	67%
	95%
	54%



	Starting line
	4%
	6%
	94%
	100%
	85%



	Racing
	51%
	95%
	16%
	98%
	11%



	Finishing line
	10%
	2%
	99%
	100%
	93%



	After the race
	11%
	28%
	82%
	94%
	80%



	Others
	19%
	63%
	37%
	44%
	28%
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Table 8. Categories in relation to the event moment. Organisers.
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	General
	Nature
	Culture
	People
	Event





	Before the race
	2%
	29%
	71%
	86%
	100%



	Starting line
	7%
	0%
	100%
	100%
	100%



	Racing
	44%
	99%
	15%
	98%
	13%



	Finishing line
	8%
	0%
	100%
	97%
	97%



	After the race
	4%
	46%
	77%
	100%
	85%



	Others
	33%
	50%
	41%
	70%
	38%
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Table 9. Distribution of cultural heritage attributes based on event moment.
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	Cultural Heritage





	Before the race
	4%



	Starting line
	5%



	Racing
	61%



	Finishing line
	0%



	After the race
	6%



	Others
	24%
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Table 10. Emotions in the photographs.
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	Joy/Happiness
	Calm/Serenity
	Excitement/

Challenge
	Sadness/

Nostalgia





	Participants
	47%
	13%
	40%
	0%



	Organisers
	51%
	10%
	39%
	0%
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Table 11. Tone of the photographs.
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	Positive
	Neutral
	Negative





	Participants
	90%
	10%
	0%



	Organisers
	94%
	6%
	0%
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Table 12. Post engagement: likes and comments.
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	Total Likes
	Post Average
	Total Comments
	Post Average





	Participants
	105,288
	127.0
	4679
	5.6



	Organisers
	84,120
	244.5
	1323
	3.9



	Total
	189,408
	161.5
	6002
	5.1
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Table 13. Engagement based on DAs.
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1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5

	
6






	
Likes

	
Participants

	
182.1

	
144.4

	
112.8

	
115.6

	
114.9

	
Only 1…




	
Organisers

	
206.4

	
235.5

	
182.4

	
260.4

	
Only 1…

	




	
Comments

	
Participants

	
5.1

	
5.6

	
5.3

	
7.2

	
9.9

	
Only 1…




	
Organisers

	
4.2

	
6

	
1.9

	
2.1

	
0
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Table 14. Engagement based on the category.
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Nature

	
Culture

	
People

	
Event






	
Likes

	
Participants

	
123.8

	
127

	
131.5

	
124.6




	
Organisers

	
215.2

	
288.1

	
254.2

	
278.9




	
Comments

	
Participants

	
4.8

	
7.1

	
5.9

	
6.7




	
Organisers

	
3.5

	
3.6

	
3.7

	
3.7
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Table 15. Likes based on the moment.
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Before the Race

	
Starting Line

	
Racing

	
Finishing Line

	
After the Race

	
Others






	
Likes

	
Participants

	
113

	
68.4

	
133.7

	
169.1

	
132.7

	
99.4




	
Organisers

	
246.7

	
310.8

	
246.6

	
311.7

	
203.5

	
214.9




	
Comments

	
Participants

	
9.2

	
1.7

	
5.1

	
8.4

	
8.3

	
4




	
Organisers

	
2.2

	
3.1

	
4.1

	
2.4

	
3.1

	
4.2
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