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ABSTRACT

Social media has become a basic source of information for visitors and its capacity to
generate interest in tourist destinations is becoming more and more relevant. This paper
identifies elements capable of generating greater user engagement with the official
accounts of four European capitals with a high number of tourists: London, Paris, Berlin,
and Madrid. Our findings, based on the 1152 posts published by these cities on their
Instagram accounts over the course of a year, show how various aspects of the content of
these posts are crucial factors in generating engagement. They also reveal the potential in
including in posts variables with elements of interaction between users’ content and official
accounts. Moreover, the variables that may generate greatest engagement are identified,
and both differences and illustrative similarities between the strategies implemented by the
cities are noted. These results suggest not only interesting theoretical conclusions, but also

important implications for the tourism sector.
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marketing organisations (DMOSs).

1. Introduction

One of Charles Dickens’s best-known novels, A Tale of Two Cities, set in the period of
revolutionary turmoil in the late-eighteenth century, compares the atmosphere in two capitals,
London and Paris. This article offers a comparative analysis of the promotion of tourism in four
major European capitals, the two aforementioned cities plus Berlin and Madrid, in order to
evaluate the strategies employed by their respective institutional tourism promotion accounts on
Instagram. The criterion employed is the capacity to generate the greatest engagement among
users of each city’s account, understood here as the greatest number of interactions in the form of

comments and likes.



Over the last five years, social media has grown enormously in terms of numbers of users. In
2019, users spent an average of 144 minutes per day on social networks, an increase of 2 minutes
compared to the previous year (GlobalWebindex, 2019).

In the case of the tourism industry, social media is particularly important for its capacity to
generate interest in a destination and, consequently, for its potential to become an important tool
to complement those conventionally used in tourism marketing (Barbe et al., 2020). Its influence
is such that social networks are changing the way in which consumers search for information
before, during and after their trips (Usakli et al., 2019, Assaker et al., 2020). And if that is what
actual and potential visitors to a city are doing, then destination marketing organisations (DMOs)
are forced to review their marketing strategies, adapting their channels and forms of promotion
to new patterns of behaviour (Jeon et al., 2017; Dogra et al., 2020; Iglesias-Sanchez et. al. 2020).
Studies have been carried out on the impact of different social networks on tourism: Facebook
(Mariani et al., 2018; Onder et al., 2019); Twitter (Provenzano et al., 2018); Instagram (Acuti et
al., 2018; Barbé et al., 2020); YouTube (Arora et al., 2020); and so on. However, among all the
different social networks, this study focuses its analysis on Instagram as the platform that has
acquired the most followers in recent years and one that has a very high growth rate. In 2018,
nearly 714 million users accessed the platform monthly, and this figure is expected to reach over
989 million by 2022 (Statista, 2019). Besides the interest of this social network due to its high
number of followers, extraordinarily rapid growth in recent years and enormous potential for
further growth, Instagram is a platform where image plays a central role, and image is also an
essential element in the tourist industry (Balomenou and Garrod, 2019).

This research examines the levels of engagement generated by the official Instagram accounts of
the tourist offices of four European cities: Berlin (@visitBerlin); London (@visitlondon); Madrid
@visita_Madrid); and Paris (@parisjetaime).

The main objective of this research is to quantify and analyse Instagram users’ interactions to
determine the effectiveness of their engagement. To this end, our research presents an integrated
approach (identifying up to 20 variables) that allows us to evaluate, using statistical modelling,
the interactions in the form of comments and likes received by all the posts published during the
year (not just a sample) by the official accounts mentioned.

Our analysis allows us to evaluate the effectiveness of different content strategies, with
implications for the brand definition and identity that each tourist destination aims to offer (Frias
et al., 2020). This work not only explores more deeply the roles of different types of content, but
it also incorporates additional dimensions, such as: the use of posts as more explicit forms of
advertisement; another aspect that is becoming increasingly important: the role of interaction with

users, which this work examines using a commonly-used indicator (the ability of posts that use



their own users’ content te-duee to invite greater engagement); and a new dimension regarding
whether the number of followers of the content authors (from “re-posts”) affects engagement in
posts, something which has been described as the bandwagon effect.

The analysis is based on encoding a series of variables, classified into three categories. The first
category concerns the general type of content; the second, advertising and/or direct sales activities
of services and establishments; finally, the third is concerned with aspects of interactivity (in
addition to the generation of comments/likes). The latter category includes posts that explicitly
invite feedback or repost photos from other Instagram users’ accounts: this latter case opens up
the question as to the extent to which the number of followers of accounts from which photos are
reposted exercise a greater “bandwagon effect”, generating more interactions with a city’s official
account.

This study examines the characteristics of all the posts over the course of a year on the official
Instagram accounts of four European capitals, evaluating their ability to generate engagement
based on the variables present in them. The number of comments and likes associated with the
posts is used as an indicator of engagement, which allows comparability between different
accounts. This way of measuring engagement is present in the literature applied to different
sectors (Bonilla et al. 2020; Rietveld et al. 2020). In it, the similarities detected, signalling robust
aspects of impact, are as significant as the differences between cities, which may be the result of
different strategies and/or specific differences in the image/brand of each city. In any case, the
implications for the management of tourism images and promotion policies are clear, opening up
the way both to benchmarking and determining relevant aspects for exploiting the respective city
brands. This question has a renewed interest in post-Covid-19 times, after the dramatic hit to
tourism, which makes it even more important to be selective and accurate in the messaging and

strategies in recovering the interest of potential visitors.

2. A selective review of literature: theoretical and empirical underpinnings of

hypotheses

Our article engages with two lines of research: firstly, the role of social networks, especially
Instagram, as a tool for promotion of tourism; and, secondly, an analysis of ways of achieving
increased engagement among social media users by encouraging a higher number of responses.

Here follows a brief summary of the aspects of the literature related to our studyeeincides—



2.1. Social media as a tool for tourism promotion

As noted in the introduction, social media has greatly altered the habits of users in many fields of
activity, and tourism is, perhaps, one of the most affected by this (Yi et al., 2021; Dogra et al.,
2020; Barbe et al., 2020): gathering information before choosing tourist destinations is a
behaviour that is becoming increasingly widespread among travellers, who also use their visits to
generate content about those same destinations, increasingly recounting their experiences on the
networks by sharing text-based and graphic messages (Klostermann et al., 2018; Capolupo et al.,
2020). The growing realisation of DMO managers regarding the central role played by the image
of tourist destinations in decisions taken by potential customers makes it essential to focus on
how that image is shaped and how tourist destinations are perceived (Choi et al., 2007, Molinillo
et al., 2018), which is becoming a way for destinations to “speak for themselves” (Vinyals-
Mirabent et al., 2019).

Constructing a brand image requires interaction between efforts to strengthen the elements that
form its identity or personality and its recognition by users, in a process that can be defined as
circular and dialogue-based (Chen et al., 2018; de la Rosa et al., 2019; Yu et al., 2020;). Social
networks have unique potential in this regard, and for this reason identifying the elements of
interactivity that contribute to these brand images has become an active field of research. The
powerful emergence of various social networks has generated studies on each of them. To cite
just one recent study referring to each social network, Giglio et al. (2019) focus on Flickr, Mariani
et al (2018) on Facebook, De la Rosa et al. (2019) on TripAdvisor, and Acuti et al. (2018) on
Instagram. This article is based on our study of Instagram, a social network whose use is becoming
increasingly widespread and which makes it possible to analyse interesting elements in a form of
interactivity which, as mentioned, is key to the dialectic between the creation of a destination
brand image and the capacity to attract interest among users of the network and potential
customers. Certain analyses that are relevant to important themes in our paper highlight more
symbolic or iconic factors, an idea closely linked to references to “authenticity” (Chen et al.,
2020; ), to “city brand personality” (Priporas et al., 2019), or the “feeling” of a

destination (Deng and Li 2018) but also to more functional or operational types.

Stepchenkova and Zhan (2013), Michaleidou et al. (2013) and Mak (2017) offer an interesting
comparison between the posts of tourists on social networks and the images of the official
accounts, and their implications. As explained below, the current practice of re-posting users’
photos in official accounts is a “bridge” between both —user and official— sources. The well-
known role that users’ views play in tourism planning and management (Huerta-Alvarez, et al.,

2020; Balomenou and Garrod, 2019) has been intensified by growing competition among tourist



destinations, particularly in a European context in which destinations need to strengthen their
position in response to the rise of alternatives (Mariani et al., 2018). Bonilla et al. (2021) develops
these lines of analysis for the case of a European capital city. Moreover, due to the coronavirus
crisis, these views are likely to play a key role once more when it comes to reviving one of the

sectors worst affected by the pandemic.

All this generates lists of “ingredients” or variables that should be taken into account and which
have been applied in such studies of cities as those by Kladou et al. (2016) and the aforementioned
Choi et al. (2007), Stepchenkova and Zhan (2013), Mak (2017) and De Rosa et al. (2019). As
explained below, in this paper we adapt these approaches according to the specific nature of our

goal of comparing the Instagram accounts of the four aforementioned European capitals.

2.2. Engagement of Instagram tourism consumers

The idea of engagement is a particularly multi-faceted concept, having been studied in a broad
range of fields, from psychology and sociology to patterns of behaviour in organisations and
marketing. A broad definition is “the attitude, behavior, the level of connectedness among
customers and the firm” (Kumar and Pansari, 2016). A classic reference is Hollebeek et al., 2014,
which highlights the combination of cognitive, emotional and behavioural aspects and (see also
Rather and Hollebeek, 2018; Gupta et al., 2018) the latter being highlighted in a particularly
relevant study by Romero, 2018 relating to tourism. Furthermore, in a broad sense the notion of
consumer engagement refers “to ways in which customers can contribute to company results
through mechanisms other than purchases” (Romero, 2017). In this latter field, capturing
customer attention paves the way to obtaining their engagement. Studies of engagement in
marketing include those by Ahn and Back (2018) and Bonilla et al. (2019). These analyses are of
particular interest when they are applied to tourism, as is the case of Bravo et al. (2019), Kanje et
al. (2020) and Moro and Rita (2018). One question that remains open is how to measure that
engagement. Different methods of classification have been proposed that include the cognitive,
emotional and behavioural dimensions (Vivek et al. 2014) to which we can add, in other studies,
the functional and innovative dimensions (Carlson et al., 2019). A particularly open approach is
that taken by Parihar and Dawra (2020). Other studies focus on visual dimensions based on the

power of the image (Mariani et al., 2018), which is a particularly important aspect on Instagram.

Our study aims to contribute to filling the gap pointed out by Rather in several aspects and
Hollebeek (2021): “Though customer engagement (and experience) are important research

priorities, empirically derived insight into these concepts...remains scarce”. On the one hand, it



is based on some of the categories indicated in several of the works that have been cited —and
those indicated in the presentation of the hypotheses— on the capacity to induce responses that
are indicators/symptoms of engagement, but our paper offers an integrated formulation, with a
common statistical methodology, to incorporate both elements of content and advertising or
aspects of interactions between DMO posts and users: it represents, therefore, an operational
formulation that highlights the channels of interactions generated by social networks (Galvez-
Rodriguez et al., 2020). On the other hand, most of the studies refer to a destination, a specific
tourism market, while our paper introduces a comparative methodology that allows us both to
detect common elements and identify specific features associated with the characteristics or
“personality” of each destination —aspects highlighted in Gupta et al. (2018, Kumar and Pansari
(2016) or Hollebeek (2018)— to assess both the most generic and the most idiosyncratic
components in their ability to induce user responses. On the other hand, although the notion of
engagement is very broad and multifaceted, in order to facilitate its quantification and
comparability between the official accounts of cities, we have opted to focus on the numbers of
likes and comments generated by the presence of certain characteristics in posts (as compared to
their absence) as indicators of engagement. Accordingly, a specific dimension of our paper is the
combination of the characteristics of posts with the aforementioned capacity to inspire or generate
interaction in the form of comments or likes. More specifically, given the different types of
engagement implied by these two forms of response —likes being more immediate and emotional,
and comments more elaborate and evaluative— the two categories are differentiated throughout
the paper (John et al., 2017). An additional feature is that our study is not based on a sample of
posts or on a survey but on the analysis of all interactions triggered by all posts in the course of

one year of the official Instagram accounts of the 4 cities analysed.

2.3. Development of hypotheses

Content offered on Instagram is relevant in evaluating user engagement since image is the
principal element of the platform. Developing content capable of connecting with the interests
and motivations of the followers of an account is essential if the aim is to increase their
engagement and expand the network of followers and online impact (Barbe et al., 2020).
Providing enjoyable, attractive content that is perceived as entertainment can be decisive for

generating engagement (Rietveld et al., 2020).

H1. Different image content leads to different levels of engagement.



The justification of this hypothesis relating to the impact of the content is based on the
identification of 14 variables based on our adaptation of earlier studies by Choi et al. (2007),
Stepchenkova and Zhan (2013) and Mak (2017) (see Table 1).

[INSERT TABLE 1]

Analysis of the content of the posts enables us to formulate the following hypothesis:

Another important consideration regarding posts from the official account of a DMO concerns
those that introduce elements of publicity, including advertising for particular establishments in
a city in a direct and explicit way and with commercial purposes. We describe four variables
within this category: Advertising for shopping centres; Advertising for hotels; Advertising for
restaurants; and Other advertising. The presence of these variables is noted when the photos in
posts are taken in shopping centres, hotels, restaurants or other advertised spaces and the text
makes direct or indirect reference to the space (Johnson et al., 2019; Gaber et al., 2019). All this

enables us to formulate a second hypothesis:

H2. The inclusion of advertising elements affects user interactions.

Regarding the role of interactions between users, much of the literature has focused on how
the presence of influencers on Instagram could play a leadership role over other users (Casalé et
al., 2020; Femenia et al., 2020). This study also introduces a new element in its proposal to make
the first attempt in the literature to analyse the ‘“bandwagon effect” in terms of engagement
associated with posts originating in images by other users. This interaction complements the
interaction that DMOs explicitly try to elicit when they request feedback from users or when they
contain photos from the accounts of other users, regardless of the number of followers they have.
To this end, posts published by the four accounts were encoded according to whether or not the
following variables were present: Feedback, when the text accompanying the post expressly
invites users to provide a response on some issue; and users’ photos, content in which a photo
from another user’s account is reposted.

These variables are those that most explicitly involve or invite interactions between users and
the official account, generating what we call the bandwagon effect among users with different
levels of presence on the network —here the question is whether the number of followers of the

account from which the photo is reposted is significant in generating more interactions with the



official account that reposts it— and overall engagement from others. This leads us to two new
hypotheses, one referring to interaction variables as a whole (H.3), the second (H.4) to the role of

the bandwagon effect, broken down into the capacity to generate more likes and comments.
H3. The presence of variables of interaction generates more engagement.

H4 a) Reposting photos by users of the network creates a bandwagon effect, generating

engagement in the form of likes.

H4 b) Reposting photos by users of the network creates a bandwagon effect, generating

engagement in the form of comments.

As previously mentioned (John et al., 2017), the user interactions analysed in this study are likes
(which reflect, generally speaking, a more “impulsive” response) and comments (which require a

certain degree of elaboration and/or thought). Based on this, a final hypothesis is formulated:

H5) Some of the variables defined (content, advertising, interaction) induce asymmetric responses

in likes and in comments.

Taken together, the hypotheses formulated enable us to clarify relevant aspects with
potential effects, thereby helping to inform strategies for the presence of tourist destinations on

the social networks. Figure 1 summarises the proposed research model.

[INSERT FIGURE 1]

3. Method

For the purposes of this analysis, all 1152 posts published by the four cities included in the study
on their respective official Instagram accounts, @visitberlin, @visitlondon, @visita_madrid and
@parisjetaime, from 1 January to 31 December 2018, were encoded: Berlin (279 posts), London
(427), Madrid (117) and Paris (329). This encoding identified the comments and likes associated
to each post according to the presence or absence of the different variables, grouped into four

categories, as described in the previous section.

To ensure that the data was encoded at a point after the date of publication of each post that
allowed sufficient time to reflect the maximum number of interactions possible and that patterns
of time or order of publication during the day did not influence the observations made, data

gathering began on 1 September 2019.



From the number of likes and comments of each post and its assignation to one (or more)
categories, a statistical study has been carried out of the results associated to the presence (or
absence) of each of the categories or dimensions shown in tables 2—4. The analysis showed the
degree to which such a presence is associated statistically to significant differences in the number
of likes and comments generated, and if this difference was positive (the presence of the variable
generated more interactions) or negative (fewer interactions). The following tables identify with
a‘+’ ora ‘-’ these results, in which three levels of statistical significance have been distinguished,
according to the ability of the presence of a variable to generate differences as opposed to the

posts in which the variable was absent.

Although new updates on social media allow other interactions, such as share, save, etc., in this
paper we have used the two basic measurements of engagement: likes and comments, which
supposes a limitation on the analysis, which leaves complementary research questions for further
development in the future. Comments and likes are data available publicly and represent a starting
point for identifying the aspect of posts that generate differences in engagement and establish

comparisons between accounts and other social media.

Counting these responses is the method most commonly used to measure the level of user
engagement (Sabaté et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2018). Simultaneous consideration of these two
interactions enables a complementary formulation that enriches the analysis, because, as
mentioned, likes are a more immediate, impulsive response, while comments imply a greater

degree of engagement, requiring more elaboration.

The previous section describes the classification according to which each post was encoded by
determining the presence or absence in it of each of the variables defined while at the same time
counting the number of reactions in the form of comments and likes generated. We should note
that, in the case of comments, these reactions were merely counted, without analysing any feelings

or opinions that they implied, although this could be the subject of future research.

To carry out this encoding, a group of three people not part of the research team was selected and
trained. Once all the information had been gathered, an Inter-Coder Analysis was conducted to
verify the reliability of the encoded data. The Scott’s Pi and Cohen’s Kappa coefficients, which
compare the encoded data with the values if obtained randomly, were measured. As there is no
standard for the number of cases to be encoded when intercoder reliability is applied, it was
applied to 50 analysis units, in all cases producing values of over 0.80, and in most cases a value

of 1. This was the result expected in all the more descriptive variables with little or no need for



subjectivity in their evaluation. Figure 1 shows an example of a post from the official Instagram
account of Paris (@parisjetaime). The post was published on 18 October 2018 and classified by
support variables as: Photo reposted from a user; Number of followers of user reposted; 36,300;

Content variables: Religious architecture; Interaction variables: Feedback.

[INSERT FIGURE 2]

To ensure the maximum reliability of the conclusions, the data was initially processed by bivariate
analysis of the impact that each variable generated in terms of comments and likes. The encoded
data was then processed again by multivariate analysis to obtain maximum information and

generate the most reliable responses to the research questions.

Our approach is based on the important contributions made to date in the literature and starts from
a selection of variables already used therein. However, this work presents an integrated
framework focused on using statistical analysis and employs a strategy which, to some extent,
could be characterised as “Let the data speak for itself”’, which is complementary and, in some
way, parallel to the cited “Destinations speak for themselves” which describes the power of
images, especially on Instagram and social media. Using the power of images and data speaking

for themselves is the way in which we would describe the contribution of our paper.

4. Results

4.1. Analysis of content variables
Table 2 shows the results of bivariate analysis applied to the content variables, for which some
results were as expected. These include the positive impact of the presence of the most-visited

places, the most iconic tourist assets of each city, according to the recommendations included in

the official sources of each city: visitberlin.de, parisinfo.com, esmadrid.com and visitlondon.com.

[INSERT TABLE 2]
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These generate more likes in Berlin, Paris and London, and more comments in the German capital,
in all cases with high or intermediate levels of statistical significance. Another important variable
concerns posts that reproduce nightlife images. These seem to generate significantly more likes
and comments in the case of Berlin, Madrid and London, with intermediate or high levels of
significance. Other variables that have a positive impact are panoramic views in Berlin and Paris
and public streets in Berlin, Paris and Madrid. In the case of London we can highlight the positive
impact generated by images of tourism facilities and infrastructure, another emblematic point of
reference in the British capital. Another variable that makes a difference is the presence of
alternative art in posts. This presence generates more comments in the case of Berlin and fewer
likes in the case of London. This goes some way to confirming the image of Berlin as the “capital
of alternative art” in Europe according to the perception of the city’s followers on its official
Instagram account. For posts featuring civil architecture, the positive impact in terms of likes for
Berlin and the negative results in the case of London reflects another asymmetry between the two
capitals. One aspect that should be interpreted with care is the content of posts featuring the
museums/exhibitions/theatres variable. Such posts generate significantly fewer likes in the cases
of Berlin and Paris. One possible explanation for this negative result may be that users interested
in such cultural assets are less given to expressing themselves and/or that they are more interested
in receiving information than in responding to posts that contain references to museums and so

on.

4.2. Analysis of advertising variables

Table 3 shows the results for content with advertising variables, revealing interesting differences
between the cities. In the cases of Berlin and Madrid, the impact is negative, as generally occurs

with posts devoted to providing information, while in the case of London the effects are positive.

[INSERT TABLE 3]

The image of London as a shopping city is confirmed to a certain extent, as users respond with
more interactions in the form of comments and likes to posts more explicitly aimed at sales. Also
interesting are reactions to posts linked to restaurant offerings. These generate fewer likes in the
case of Berlin and Madrid, but more comments (a more “elaborate” form of interaction than likes)
in the case of Paris. This is possibly due to the image of the French capital as a leading centre for
cuisine. The same is true of Madrid. Hotel advertising generates fewer interactions in both Paris
and London. It is notable that not all the accounts advertise the same items. For example, in the

case of Berlin there are no observations of sales referring to either hotels or shopping centres.

11



4.3. Analysis of interaction variables

Table 4 shows the results of variables that involve some element of additional interaction beyond
a simple like or comment. Posts that invite more explicit feedback generate more of both types of
interactions in the case of Berlin, as well as more comments in the case of London. Another
relevant dimension regarding the engagement of Instagram users is the inclusion of photographs

on institutional accounts.

[INSERT TABLE 4]

The practices of official city Instagram account managers are quite heterogeneous in this respect.
For instance, with regard to reposting photos from users’ accounts, Paris and London do so very
frequently, while Berlin did so once a week in 2018 and Madrid only very occasionally (just eight
times in 2018, for which reason no analysis of this was conducted). Accordingly, an initial aspect
for evaluation is to what extent those “borrowed” photos generate more interactions. All impacts
(likes and comments in all four cities) are affected positively, though with particular statistical

significance in the case of Berlin.

Another aspect highlighted in this paper is the discussion as to whether a “bandwagon effect” is
created by the followers of the original account posting a photo and the interactions generated
thanks to its publication on the official account: is there an “influencer impact”, which would
occur if a repost of content by users with more followers generated more interactions on the
official account, or does this effect not occur? Table 5 summarises the Spearman correlation
coefficients between the number of likes and comments generated by photos from other users
reposted on the official account and the number of Instagram followers of the users who originally

posted the photo on Instagram.

[INSERT TABLE 5]

Figures 3 and 4 present, in graph form, the data referring to London and Paris, respectively. In
the case of Paris, the coefficients are positive with a certain degree of significance, while in the
case of London the coefficients are low (but positive). Finally, in the case of Berlin there is a
slight positive correlation in terms of likes, but this correlation is negative in terms of comments.

This asymmetry supports the decision to differentiate between hypotheses H4a and H4b.

12



All this is aimed at resolving the question of the role of these potential “bandwagon effects”,
which must remain ambiguous for the time being, with great differences between cities, and opens
up the possibility for more detailed research into the potential of this channel for interactions on
Instagram. In any case, any possible “influencer impacts” are linked to “superstars”, who use

different channels to those used by the four cities’ official Instagram tourism accounts.

Figure 3 shows the correlation between the number of followers of users whose photos are

reproduced and the number of likes and comments generated for the city of London.

[INSERT FIGURE 3]

Figure 4 shows the correlation between the number of followers of users who take photos and the

number of likes and comments generated for the city of Paris.

[INSERT FIGURE 4]

The results of this first study of “bandwagon effects”, despite the differences between cities and
a certain degree of asymmetry between likes and comments, suggest that this is a subject that
requires and merits more research. These results could be explained by affirming that the intrinsic
merit of a photo carries more weight than the online popularity of the person who took it.
However, it could also be argued that, even though the official account has reproduced photos
posted by users with large numbers of followers, no social media superstars/influencers are
detected among these authors, who probably exert their much-sought-after influence in other ways
(Femenia-Serra and Gretzel, 2020).

4.4. Multivariate analysis

The results from the multivariate analyses ratify, and on occasion modulate, those obtained from
the bivariate analyses. Table 6 summarises the most significant variables according to the
results of multivariate analyses (applied to all variables with a p<0.1 in the bivariate analysis),
indicating both how they affect comments and likes, positively or negatively, in each of the four

cities and, with the number *, the degree of statistical significance of each variable. Three levels

13



were used for statistical decisions: the most demanding with a value of p<0.0001 (designated by
***n); an intermediate level associated to p<0.05 (represented as **p); and a third, weaker but

still relevant level, with p<0.1 (denoted as *p).

[INSERT TABLE 6]

5. Discussion

Analysis of the results obtained from this study enables us to respond to the hypotheses posited
in the research model. The systematic formulation of the impact of the 20 variables also allows
us to discuss areas where each of these variables coincide or differ in generating comments and/or
likes for each city, as well as looking at how the impact varies across the four cities analysed.

Firstly, as regards the question of which categories of posts generate the most user
engagement, our study identifies those items whose presence significantly helps to generate the
greatest response in terms of likes and comments. H1, on the impact of certain content on user
interaction, is confirmed. Our study is in line with the results of Choi et al., 2007 and
Stepchenkova et al., 2013, although the contribution of this work allows for a broader, more
precise comparative analysis: particularly significant are the cases of variables which generate a
positive impact for all four cities, in terms of both comments and likes. These include the presence
of parks and gardens, public streets, people and residents, most visited, and nightlife photos. We
should also take particular note of the variables that generate negative impacts for all four cities
and for both likes and comments: the presence of information and civil architecture. Other
variables produce results that vary from city to city. For example, photos of panoramic views of
the city generate positive results in terms of likes for all except London, where this type of post
generates a negative impact. Moreover, a negative impact is generated by the presence of

museums/exhibitions/theatres in all cities with the sole exception of London.

H2 is confirmed, with responses varying from city to city. A clearly negative impact is
observed in the case of Berlin, where posts that include more explicit or direct publicity generate
less interaction among followers, while, in the case of Paris, a positive impact is observed in the
case of restaurants. This disparity between cities might be explained by the different interests that
users pursue when following each of the different official accounts. The results of this research
confirm users’ misgivings about advertising messages presented as informative, thus qualifying

the results of Gaber et al., 2017 and Chen et al., 2019, although our work points out the specificity

14



of the aforementioned result for Paris for the restaurant variable, as well as the unique result
explained in the previous paragraph about museums/exhibitions/theatres in London. This is

indicative of the strategic role of variables as they relate to the personality of the capitals studied.

The confirmation of H3 is also noteworthy, with a resoundingly positive result for all four cities
when they repost photos from followers of official accounts, achieving the best results in terms
of both likes and comments. Also confirmed is the significance of the analysis as to whether the
number of followers of users whose photos are reposted has an effect. In other words, whether
users with larger numbers of followers create more of a bandwagon effect and generate greater
engagement than those with fewer followers. For this reason the responses to H4a and H4b should
be seen in the light that, while reposting photos from users’ accounts generates a clearly positive
impact, the fact that the users themselves have many followers seems to play the role of a catalyst,
generating more interactions, proportionally, in the case of Paris, the city that uses such reposts
most. However, the same is not true in other cases. Also notable is the asymmetry between likes
and comments observed in the case of Berlin. Many studies have analysed the effect and reach of
influencers over their followers in different dimensions (Khamis et al., 2017; Erz et al., 2018; Ge
and Gretzel, 2018; Casal6 et al., 2020). However, their ability to generate perceptions and
intentions to visit tourist destinations is a field of study that is just beginning to open up
(Chatzigeorgiou. 2017; Ong and Ito, 2019). Moreover, although there have been positive
experiences regarding the use of influencers by DMOs (Barbe et al., 2020), the fact that

influencers were not selected in this case produced different results.

In all the foregoing analysis we have already pointed out the various impacts on comments and
likes, but an added value of our study is that the results of the bivariate analysis have been
complemented with the multivariate study whose main results and conclusions are presented in
table 6 and which ratify hypothesis 5. In particular, on some occasions the variables that generate
the most interactions give rise to similar results of more impulsive responses in the form of likes
and more elaborate responses in the form of comments. However, in other cases there are
significant differences between the two types of response (Jonh et al., 2017). Reflecting the
analysis described in the previous section, Table 6 lists all the variables with positive and negative
impact for both types of intervention. In it, we can observe the differences between cities and the

parallels between impacts on likes and comments.
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6. Managerial implications

The different cities must produce more proactive and interactive strategic content plans in order
to benefit the most from social media as a new and essential marketing tool, especially in the
current global context in which winning back tourists after 2020 has become a key aspect of the
economic recovery. The asymmetries identified in the different types of content to generate

engagement reveal a path to selecting images and content that results in greater engagement.

The divergence in the degree of response and different typologies of the post contribute to
outlining with more precision a communication strategy, highlighting the aspects that better

contribute to define the “personality” of the city.

One aspect that deserves particular attention due to the more direct implications it has for
businesses is the role of tourism accounts used as tools for more direct advertising of certain
establishments and services. The results are ambiguous: in some cases users seem to distance
themselves from this “commercial” goal, while in others in which the target is well selected, such
as the status of London as a shopping city or Paris as the capital of cuisine, the results are positive.
This introduces aspects of complementarity between this dimension of the use of Instagram
accounts and other channels for promoting aspects of a city’s tourist image.
Also interesting is the evidence of channels that take fuller advantage of Instagram’s potential for
interactivity. Firstly, by making greater use, as some cities do, of the possibility of encouraging
user feedback. And, secondly, by involving the network of users by reposting photos originally
posted by them (in addition to those provided by the institution). In these cases, generally
speaking, the “bandwagon effect” is more the result of being a fellow user of Instagram than a
user with a particularly high number of followers: there are aspects of social media that polarise
to the advantage of major “influencers”, but there are also others, as seems to be the case here, in
which the network “democratises” contributions. In view of the differing degrees to which the
cities use these dimensions that encourage greater interactivity, one recommendation would be
for them to make increased use of them, based on the experience of the most successful accounts.
Accordingly, this study for managing Instagram accounts by DMOs suggests significant
practical implications. Like other studies (Barbe et al., 2020), our analysis confirms the usefulness
and sensitivity of Instagram as a key tool for tourism promotion and marketing. Our study also
points to channels that could be used more intensively with the aim of generating greater
engagement in the form of more interactions, measured in terms of likes and comments. This

suggests the possibility of creating a community of users willing to share photographs of the city
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without the need for these to be prominent influencers, with the aim of focusing on the intrinsic
quality of posts related to the city. Efforts should focus on achieving more engagement through
content that generates significant responses, such as promoting the most visited places and other
variables linked more specifically to each city. The disparate results for advertising can be
explained by the characteristics specific to each city and the different interests each awakens
among its followers on social media. One area worth discussing would be how to increase the
attractiveness of museums, exhibitions and theatres featured on Instagram so that they acquire

greater prominence among the tourist assets of a city.

7. Conclusions

The analyses conducted enable us to determine what aspects of the official tourism Instagram
accounts of four major European capitals generate the most user interactions in terms of likes, a
form of response that, as we have made clear throughout this paper, can be considered more
spontaneous, impulsive, and comments, a type of response which requires more time and is rather
more elaborate. The effects of three categories of variables were studied: content, advertising and
interactions, with results that reveal both common patterns and asymmetries among the four cities.
Both the similarities and the differences enable us to draw conclusions with regard to management
of strategies and policy for promoting tourism.

Among the content variables, the role of “sure assets” is consolidated, unsurprisingly. These
are the most iconic sites, those best-known and most visited in each city, places that generate
considerable interaction. The positive results obtained by nightlife photos are also worth
highlighting, suggesting that the rest and relaxation/leisure component may attract potential
tourists. The results for other variables, such as civil architecture and
museums/exhibitions/theatres, were more ambiguous, lending weight to the suspicion that the
way they are managed has room for improvement. The role played by iconic tourism facilities
and infrastructure in the city of London (buses and the underground) suggests that operational
aspects of cities can be just as appreciated as their more aesthetic attractions.

Among the relevant theoretical or analytical aspects that emerge from our work, we can
highlight, therefore, the reinforcement of the selective role of content, especially content most
closely linked to the personality, idiosyncrasy and brand image of each of the cities. On the other
hand, our study also ratifies the need for caution in the use of variables that the user may directly
or indirectly perceive as commercial advertising beyond informational content or content

appealing to tourists. Likewise, another analytically relevant result is the advisability of exploring
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in greater depth the role of content generated by other users: although it is true that our research
does not present conclusive results regarding the bandwagon effect, nor does it allow us to rule it
out either, and calls for more selective behaviour in this regard on the part of those responsible
for official accounts —possibly linked to the selective role of content already mentioned— in
order to improve use of these elements of interactivity with other users. And finally, from a
theoretical point of view, we would like to point out that the statistical analysis method we have
used has allowed for an integrated treatment of variables of a very diverse nature that are usually

analysed separately.

Limitations and future research

Despite the significant results returned by this study, its limitations should also be noted. Firstly,
it might be useful to expand observations to span more years in order to corroborate the results
and analyse their evolution. It would also be interesting to increase the number of cities studied
and to make comparisons between different cities in the same country. Similarly, it would be
particularly interesting to extend the study to other social networks, such as Facebook or Twitter.
Although these platforms focus on very different aspects, comparing them all could cast light on
important issues concerning the engagement of followers of different cities. The findings referring
to advertising have practical and useful implications that would require further study to achieve
better assessment. Likewise, as already mentioned in the text, our study uses only two engagement
indicators —comments and likes— in order to facilitate quantification and comparability of
results between different cities; one line of expansion and improvement would be to include other
forms of interaction increasingly allowed on social networks. Finally, the study opens up
promising lines that require more research. These include, for instance, the role of the
“bandwagon effect” discussed in this paper, and the impact on engagement of the use of different
hashtags by analysing each one included in posts. These two lines of research both share the aim
of finding ways to make the most of the opportunities provided by the network for interactivity

and interconnection.
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