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Abstract 

This thesis is concerned with place user engagement on a place brand’s social media account. It 
is argued that a place brand through communicated place attributes can stimulate place users to 
engage and interact with the brand. 
 
The purpose is to investigate how engagement can be stimulated through communication of spe-
cific city center attributes, but in the context of social media. The explorative purpose of this qual-
itative study calls for an abductive approach. The empirical context of the study is the Town Cen-
ter Management initiative Handelsstaden Kristianstad. One interview with the chief of operations 
at the studied organization, two focus groups with students from Kristianstad University, and a 
content analysis of Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram feed was conducted with the purpose 
to shed light on why the place consumer, that is place user, would “double tap” content on Insta-
gram. 
 
If engagement is desired on social media, the study indicates how a place manager should com-
municate well-composed images of unique place characteristics, or images including place users 
Users are then allured to visit the city center and partake in the city center activities as they are 
able to recognize or identify the city. Place marketers could utilize these findings in order to focus 
their energy when communicating the place brand on social media. 
 
The context of the study is restricted to a Town Center Management initiative in a small to medium 
sized Swedish city center. Moreover, only enrolled students at the local university took part in the 
focus groups. Hence, future research could include other demographics to see whether the find-
ings are transferable to other age groups. 
 
This thesis adds original insights to the field of place branding, as the concepts of city center 
attributes previously have not been researched in relation to consumer engagement on social 
media.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Dying city centers appear to have become a worldwide epidemic in the last decade. 

Among others, the U.S., Germany, Britain, and Sweden are facing this issue (Johnson, 

2013; Urbina, 2014; The Economist, 2006; Myrsten, 2015). By “dying city centers”, the 

common theme appears to be a decline in the number of retailers, often due to retailers 

moving out of the city center (Astbury & Thurstain-Goodwin, 2014; de Nisco, Riviezzo, 

& Napolitano, 2008), and Sweden is no exception to the trend (Forsberg, Medway, & 

Warnaby, 1999). Typically, small and medium-sized city centers have been those most 

heavily impacted by the trend (Thomas & Bromley, 2002). City centers, and other places 

alike, have tried to move away from traditional marketing efforts, which tend to homog-

enize cities, and instead approached city branding to deliver a unique place image 

(Kavaratzis , 2004). Place branding, and more specifically city branding, addresses those 

very attributes which differentiates places from one another (Gertner, 2011), which is 

helpful to help position a place in the branding process (Kavaratzis, 2004). It appears 

troublesome for city center managers to grab place users’ attention, but with social media 

a cheap and, when executed correctly, engaging form of communication has emerged.  

 

Social media has enabled managers of different geographical regions to build more en-

gaging brands for the place consumer, that is, the place user (Hanna & Rowley, 2016), 

while it also has completely shifted traditional one-way communication to that of two-

way conversation (Lim, Chung, & Weaver, 2012). Thus, content shared on social media 

must stimulate engagement. Consumer engagement in the social media environment be-

comes an integral part in the pursuit of levering benefits to both the sender and the re-

ceiver (Barger, Peltier, & Schultz, 2016). It is also argued that investment in virtual in-

frastructure (i.e. social media) could lead to higher attraction and engagement among tar-

get audiences, although some place managers often lack necessary knowledge to effec-

tively manage social media accounts (Cleave, Arku, Sadler, & Kyeremeh, 2016). Organ-

izations also need to focus on the social media tactics implemented, such as the content 

shared, as it will impact consumer engagement with the brand (Homburg, Ehm, & Artz, 

2015). Social media has the potential to engage users in conversation in ways traditional 

marketing is unable to (Tuten, 2008). This engagement can be a fundamental ingredient 
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for place brands to create loyalty and awareness among place users, but also to create new 

attractive content (Parise, Guinan, & Weinberg, 2008). 
 

Interestingly, Kavaratzis and Ashworth (2005) stress the benefits of using images in the 

communication of the place brand, as people, be they residents or visitors, most often 

encounter places through images. It is also considerably easier to promote a brand through 

visuals, rather than through text (Cleave, Arku, Sadler, & Kyeremeh, 2016). Images are 

essential in the communication of more than just the attractions of a brand, but also the 

emotional values of it (Kim & Stepchenkova, 2015), especially when images are commu-

nicated in a social media context (Huertas & Marine-Roig, 2016). Social media has be-

come “a channel to stimulate, communicate and manage perceptions of the place’s func-

tional and experiential offerings” (Hanna & Rowley, 2016, p. 185). In other words, the 

rise and increased use of social media has enabled residents and tourists alike to search 

for information, share content, and engage in information sharing with other users. Pro-

vided that place branding is a generally collaborative process (Sevin, 2011), social media 

has also enabled increased communication between all users, including stakeholders. 

Such collaborative projects could create results which are better than the results of indi-

vidual stakeholders’ efforts (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 
 

Cooperation between city center stakeholders is not an entirely new research area. Earlier, 

it has been researched in the case of town center management (TCM), which usually 

consists of various city center stakeholders with mutual interests. The relationship be-

tween property owners and retailers has been investigated (Forsberg, Medway, & 

Warnaby, 1999; Håkansson & Lagin, 2015), and the reasons for retailer’s involvement in 

town center management (Medway, Warnaby, Bennison, & Alexander, 2000).  
 

These factors all indicate the importance of further investigating consumer engagement 

with the place on social media. In the pursuit of exploring place brand image and engage-

ment in the context of social media, we seek to investigate the product of such a collabo-

rative project, namely Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s (“Retail-city Kristianstad”) Insta-

gram. Handelsstaden Kristianstad is a cooperation between several stakeholders in the 

Kristianstad city center, described by Wahlberg (2016) as a Town Center Management 

initiative (TCM-initiative). Instagram is the second most used social media channel in 

Sweden (Davidsson, 2016), especially among the younger crowd. It is also a platform 

which heavily emphasizes the use of images.  
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1.2 PROBLEMATIZATION 
The use of place images and visual content is theoretically seldom put in relation to social 

media, despite how often imagery is brought up in the literature as an important tool to 

communicate the place through images. Images could be a means to emphasize, for ex-

ample, city center specific attributes from a town center management perspective. Re-

search has previously found several attributes relating to the construct of a place. These 

place constructs could be a description of what dimensions affect consumer satisfaction, 

or even place image perceptions, such as retail locations, events, restaurants, architecture, 

and place cleanliness. The conceptualization of the city center, on the contrary, lags be-

hind other place constructs which frequently are more defined in terms of specific attrib-

utes (Hart, Stachow, & Cadogan, 2013). There is a theoretical need to clearly understand 

the elements of the communicated city center brand. Failing to conceptualize the brand 

image will constrain the development and communication of a desired place brand in 

town center management marketing initiatives due to a lack of essential information 

(Hart, Stachow, & Cadogan, 2013).  

 

Within the frames of social media, effective communication of city center attributes can 

be measured in terms of consumer engagement (cf. Cleave, Arku, Sadler, & Kyeremeh, 

2016), as engaged consumers generally become a part in the brand conversation. This 

often involves higher brand identification and more positive attitudes (Brodie, Ilic, Juric, 

& Hollebeek, 2011a). Hence, it is critical to understand what stimulates consumer reac-

tions, such as likes, comments, shares, and hashtags, within the realm of social media 

(Gensler, Völckner, Liu-Thompkins, & Wiertz, 2013), particularly as effective social me-

dia use entails an ability to engage target audiences (Cleave, Arku, Sadler, & Kyeremeh, 

2016), but even a desire to engage the audience. The place marketer otherwise runs the 

risk of missing out on desired attention in social media, due to the lack of knowledge of 

what content creates consumer engagement. Particularly since social media has enabled 

consumers to become active participants of the brand development, and this parallel brand 

contribution has more impact than traditional sales advertisements or brand-generated 

content (Gensler, Völckner, Liu-Thompkins, & Wiertz, 2013; Lim, Chung, & Weaver, 

2012). Although practitioners need to understand the environment in which they operate 

(Hennig-Thurau, o.a., 2010), the practical role of social media generally appears to be a 

bit unclear for place marketers while promoting a place. Dwivedi et al. (2011) conclude 
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that National Tourism Organization’s social media presence did not equate with frequent 

use of the social media platforms. Sevin (2013) and Cleave et al. (2016) go as far as 

saying municipalities lack the necessary competence required for successful social media 

actions. Hay (2010) says that although companies implement the use of social media (in 

this case Twitter) in their marketing work, they are unclear about the benefits. Huertas 

and Marine-Roig (2016) found a lack of understanding among Destination Marketing 

Organizations (DMO) in the management of social media. Hanna and Rowley (2016) also 

suggested further research on how collaboration can improve the promotion of a place in 

social media, but also on how to stimulate consumer engagement on social media. 

 

The idea of investigating city center attributes is also of interest due to the potential prag-

matic implications in exploring and explaining the causes of engagement among social 

media users, as it could aid place managers in future social media content creation. Social 

media has caused a humanization of brands, and in turn also made brand images generally 

more favorable and approachable in the eyes of consumers (Puzakova, Hyokjin, & 

Rocereto, 2013), which therefore could impact place image perceptions as it enables the 

brand to engage with their target audience. By taking the TCM-initiative Handelsstaden 

Kristianstad and considering the case of a city center, which arguably is more than just 

mere retail activities, we also aim to explore what city center attributes are communicated 

in their social media content on Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram. This is followed 

by an investigation of what specific content creates the most engagement on Han-

delsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram feed. When communicating the place, marketers can-

not assume that a certain set of attributes pertain to the image of a city center. They need 

to systematically ensure that any attributes communicated in marketing efforts coalesce 

with place users’ expectations, in other words, avoid sales-driven approaches (Teller & 

Elms, 2012). Accordingly, marketers have to understand the place user’s point of view 

when evaluating the city center (Skinner, 2008). The brand communicated cannot be seen 

solely from the perspective of the communicated physical attributes, but a communicated 

place brand should rather be evaluated in relation to the consumer perceptions of those 

mediated expressions (Zenker, 2011). It has even been argued that any place, or brand, 

needs to engage with its target audience in the social media environment (Solis, 2011). 

Thus, exploring communicated place attributes with engagement in mind, within the 

frames of a social media platform, could provide practitioners with guidelines on what to 
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direct their energy towards in social media efforts, at least in terms of Swedish small-, or 

medium-sized city centers.  
 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 
How can engagement be stimulated on social media through communication of specific 

city center attributes? 

 

1.4 RESEARCH PURPOSE 
The purpose of this thesis is to investigate why consumers engage and interact with a 

place brand’s social media content. This is partially studied by exploring what specific 

city center attributes are communicated on a place brand’s social media account.  

 

1.5 DISPOSIT ION 
Chapter 1 introduces the background for the thesis to frame the relevance of the research 

question and purpose of the study. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical methodology which 

describes epistemological considerations relating to research philosophy and concepts in 

use. Chapter 3 discusses the theoretical background on which the study is based on. Chap-

ter 4 continues the presentation of the chosen method, but from an empirical perspective. 

Chapter 5 presents the case in question to provide the reader with necessary information 

about the context of the study. Chapter 6 continues with a display of the findings from 

the document study, interview, and focus groups. Chapter 7 discusses the main findings 

of the qualitative study, and interpretations are presented in relation to previous research. 

Chapter 8 concludes the thesis with a summary, but more importantly, managerial, meth-

odological, and theoretical implications. 
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2 THEORETICAL METHODOLOGY 
 

 

In the second chapter of this thesis, we argue for our epistemological assumptions and 

the way we acquired knowledge. A brief introduction of chosen research philosophy, re-

search approach, and choice of theory is presented. 

 

2.1 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY 
There are three main research philosophies which explain the way humans view the world 

and what underlying assumptions human beings assume about their physical surround-

ings. These three philosophies are positivism, interpretivism, and realism (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). Interpretivism is a philosophy which regards the nature of the world, and all 

human relationships and actions as complex. This requires a deep understanding of the 

subjective meaning of social action to enable humans to navigate their surroundings 

seamlessly (Bryman & Bell, 2015). As this thesis is concerned with an understanding of 

human action and engagement in relation to a place, interpretivism is the research philos-

ophy most aligned with the research purpose. Engagement can especially be regarded as 

context specific (Dessart, Veloutsou, & Morgan-Thomas, 2016), which emphasizes the 

need for interpretation of behavior within those contexts. In other words, we seek to un-

derstand social action in an interpretative way. Our interpretation of said behavior is based 

on the researcher’s own subjective perception and understanding (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2009). Besides interpretivism, the research purpose also raises the idea of 

drawing conclusions and explanations from the data with the purpose of predicting the 

antecedents of engagement creation. Realists argue that the social world can only be un-

derstood, and then changed, if we are able to recognize the constructions behind events 

and actions in the social world (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Thus, we have to interpret behav-

ior in the form of engagement, but also understand the criteria behind engagement to 

predict it. 
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2.2 RESEARCH APPROACH 
In terms of the research approach there are three courses of action, namely induction, 

deduction, and abduction (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Due to the combination of place com-

plexity, and the purpose to investigate what existing place attributes are communicated, 

it appears natural to use an abductive approach. This enables us to analyze existing ideas 

about place attributes, but also to embrace potentially new findings. Adding to this, en-

gagement is of essence to the research purpose, which also calls for an abductive approach 

as a behavioral understanding requires a flexible approach. 

 
2.3 CHOICE OF THEORY  
Theories within social sciences usually build on a relationship between various concepts. 

Theoretical concepts are related to a meaning of a deeper understanding of a certain mat-

ter. Furthermore, theoretical concepts work in order to categorize and classify our sensa-

tions (Ahrne & Svensson, 2015). Previous research conceptualizes models to describe 

places, and more specifically city center attributes. What is described in existing research 

regarding place attributes adds to the discussion about what constitutes a brand. However, 

the aim of this thesis is not solely to theoretically conceptualize place attributes, but rather 

to explore and describe what existing place attributes are communicated in social media, 

and moreover, to see which attributes cause engagement among place users. Some attrib-

utes might not be of value in marketing efforts from a consumer oriented perspective; 

thus, potential findings could be transferable to similar settings. Place marketing borrows 

a considerable amount of theories and models from other fields of study, and thus brand-

ing is considered the theoretical foundation for this thesis. Branding is essentially a col-

lection of theories related to identity and image which addresses social, and cultural is-

sues. Branding mainly developed through a theoretical and practical merge of marketing 

objectives (Kavaratzis, 2004). 
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3 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

 

To explore how engagement can be stimulated through communication of specific city 

center attributes on social media, the following section will provide a description of con-

cepts relevant to the study. The concepts include a definition of the place, the branding 

of a place, city center attributes, consumer engagement and social media. Finally, an 

analytical model is presented which will aid the analysis.  

 

3.1 WHAT IS A PLACE? 
A place is any “particular region, center of population, or location” (Merriam-Webster, 

2017). A place could broadly be viewed from two perspectives, social and physical, where 

the former refers to a space to interact and connect with others, while the latter refers to 

natural landscapes and manmade constructions (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Regardless 

of the place in question, be it a city, country, or region, they all exist within the confines 

of a market economy. The consumers of a place all exhibit different wants and needs, and 

subsequently, any place needs to cater to said wants and needs. Marketing has become an 

important tool in the process of differentiating places from each other (Haider, 1992). As 

defined by the American Marketing Association, marketing refers to a ”set of institutions, 

and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that 

have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large” (American Marketing 

Association, 2017). Perhaps marketing is most often associated with traditional consumer 

products. However, some researchers (Kotler, Haider, & Rein, 1993; Kotler, Asplund, 

Rein, & Haider, 1999) consider marketing of places as marketing of commercial products 

that are physically extended; thus, familiar products which can adopt the traditional mar-

keting processes. Place marketing can be defined as:  

 

The coordinated use of marketing tools supported by a shared customer-ori-
ented philosophy, for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging 
urban offerings that have value for the city’s customers and the city’s com-
munity at large (Braun, 2008, p. 43). 

 

There are individuals with both an academic background and practical experience of 

product marketing that tend to underestimate the gap between places and products 
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(Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2008). The gap derives from the fact that places have several 

stakeholders and multiple organizations developing the brand simultaneously, similar to 

a corporate brand (Kavaratzis, 2009). Hence, Kavaratzis and Ashworth (2008) are puz-

zled over the simple dichotomy between a product and a place and argue that there is a 

complex relationship between the two concepts, something that some researchers do not 

consider in their research. Also, Warnaby (2009) concurs as places do not equate into 

traditional products or services; thus, there is no reason to apply traditional marketing 

theory. Traditional marketing efforts are not sufficient in the complex context of places; 

hence, building a place identity requires brand managers to consider several stakeholders 

from a marketing perspective. 

 

3.2 BRANDING A PLACE 
Previous research has investigated the marketing of places/destinations in various con-

texts. Some researchers investigate how cities market themselves (Kavaratzis & 

Ashworth, 2008; Warnaby & Medway, 2013) while others focus on city centers in a Eu-

ropean-, (Hart, Stachow, & Cadogan, 2013), American-, (Runyan & Huddlestone, 2006) 

and Swedish context (Wahlberg, 2016). In the place marketing process, creating a brand 

is the first step. In other words, the place brand is one of the many tools in the toolbox of 

place marketing (Zenker, Braun, & Petersen, 2017). In a broader sense, corporate brand-

ing strategies have been applied to places in recent place marketing advances in contrast 

to traditional consumer product marketing. Place brands, similar to corporate brands, 

have several stakeholders to consider, while dealing with several identities and thus a 

complexity, and are also held accountable from a social perspective (Kavaratzis & 

Ashworth, 2008). As defined by Zenker, Braun and Petersen (2017)., a place brand is: 

 

A network of associations in the place consumers’ mind based on the visual, 
verbal, and behavioral expression of a place, which is embodied through the 
aims, communication, values, and the general culture of the place’s stake-
holders and the overall place design (p. 17). 

 

A place brand or identity is an idea of how the brand owners want the brand (i.e. place) 

to be perceived. The brand positioning is how the brand owners communicate a given 

part of the place brand to a specific audience with the purpose of signaling a competitive 

advantage. Lastly, this brand communication results in a perceived brand image in the 
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eyes of the consumer (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005), and the place brand image is a 

construct of different attributes. In existing research, it is said that cities, much like com-

panies, exist in marketplaces where several cities compete against each other in the at-

traction of residents, visitors, investors, etc. (Anholt, 2005, p. 116), which does indeed 

highlight the need for a strong place brand. However, a place brand does not hold any 

real value to its owners if the brand is not communicated effectively by the brand producer 

to the consumer (Hospers, 2003). Conscious communication of a place brand is known 

as secondary communication, as opposed to primary communication where an activity or 

action sends a message without the intent of the action being a message (Kavaratzis, 

2004). 

 

The branding of a place is often divided into place branding and destination branding in 

current research. While destination branding is targeting solely tourists (Kerr, 2006), 

place branding is targeting both residents and visitors (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2008). 

According to Zenker et al. (2017) there is a complex relationship between visitors and 

residents, hence, place-, and destination branding cannot be seen as separate entities when 

communicating with consumers. The brand, and its individual building blocks, commu-

nicated to visitors will affect the brand perception among residents, and conversely the 

brand image communicated to residents will affect brand perception among visitors 

(Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2008). Kavaratzis and Ashworth (2008) further argues that even 

if place marketing is appreciated in the field of tourism there is still a need for attracting 

other target groups, starting with the place’s own residents. In this thesis, place branding 

will consequently relate to any branding activities of a place or destination, as both terms 

are concerned with the same end-goal, namely attracting potential visitors and residents 

to the place for the sake of economic and public well-being. 

 
3.3 CITY CENTER ATTRIBUTES 
A more narrowly defined place for which a brand can be created is the city, and specifi-

cally the center of a city. Marketing efforts of city centers and cities has increased over 

the past decades, resulting in increased attention both as a practice and as an academic 

field of study (Warnaby & Medway, 2013).  
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A place is a constellation of different attributes, defined “as ‘the narrowest, most specific 

constructs’ of image, and dimensions refer to the ‘most general constructs’ containing 

groups of attributes” (Hansen & Deutscher, 1977, p. 59). Attributes are also described as 

some place-specific assets which potentially could contribute to a city’s overall attrac-

tiveness, and the city itself could be considered a territorial public good (Öner, 2015). 

Several authors encapsulate different attributes believed to capture the different dimen-

sions of a place or retail location which affect the attractiveness and functionality of these 

areas. Retail is important to the overall health of a city center (Robertson, 1999), and the 

dimensions describing a place share many similarities to the city center, although a city 

center is more than merely an agglomeration of retail locations. Thus, frameworks con-

cerned with retail attributes composed by Olsen and Skallerud (2011), Teller and Elms 

(2012), and Chang et al. (2015) are presented along with frameworks concerned with 

place and city center attributes by de Nisco et al. (2008), Zenker (2011), Hart et al. (2013), 

Öner (2015) thereafter. Among others, Hart (2013) has stated how the place has predom-

inantly borrowed attributes from retail in earlier research. 

 

3.3.1 THE RETAIL ATTRIBUTE CONSTRUCT 
In a chronological order, three different studies are presented where the authors try to 

describe the various dimensions which form a retail location. Some build on constituents 

of a store, while one focuses on an urban place as a retail cluster. Olsen and Skallerud 

(2011) listed five retail attributes with the purpose of establishing the effects of different 

retail aspects on utilitarian and hedonic shopping value. Product Assortment describes 

the overall product offer in store and oftentimes impact shopper patronage. Product value 

then refers to the consumer’s perceived product value in terms of the tradeoff between 

quality and price. Physical aspects is a description of the physical environment, be it 

layout or architecture. It could be viewed both from a differentiation perspective, but also 

from a convenience perspective. Personal interaction indicates the interaction between 

consumer and employees. Lastly, accessibility is believed include store availability and 

opening hours. 

 

Teller and Elms (2012) identify six key attributes which characterize an urban place clus-

ter, but with a focus on retail. Accessibility describes the convenience of reaching the 

place fast and without any obstacles. In relation to accessibility, Parking conditions refers 

to the number and variety of available parking lots, but also the proximity between the 
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parking lots and the city center. Retail tenant mix, including merchandise value, product 

range, and sales personnel, is a description of the range, attractiveness and number of 

stores, but also the assortment of well-known stores. Merchandise value includes the 

overall price and quality level in the available stores, and simultaneously product range 

adds a depth and variety of brands. The final part of the retail tenant mix is the sales 

personnel, which embodies personnel friendliness, readiness to help, and competency. 

Following the retail aspect, the non-retail tenant mix describes opportunities which 

broadens the possibility for visitors to execute multi-purpose trips and other activities not 

related to shopping. Atmosphere is a less tangible, but includes what can be identified 

through human senses, such as olfactory, visual, tactile, temperature, light, cleanliness, 

mood, and architecture. Infrastructure of urban retail agglomeration refers to general 

utilities such as public toilets, cash dispensers, recreational areas, and ease of orientation 

in the urban place. Teller and Elms (2012) have clear similarities to the descriptions of 

Olsen and Skallerud (2011), but touch upon more intangible elements, such as the atmos-

phere. 

 

Based on previous research, Chang et al. (2015) propose three determinants which are 

similar to descriptions in the previous two frameworks, but here they are hypothesized to 

be important for consumer satisfaction. Product related includes price, product quality 

and product assortment. Secondly, Service quality-related, refers to the interaction be-

tween the employees and the customers, both in terms of friendliness and expertise. 

Thirdly, store-related involves activities, atmosphere such as environment and image, 

and convenience, including operating hours and location.  

 

3.3.2 THE PLACE ATTRIBUTE CONSTRUCT 
The construct of a retail location is heavily concentrated on interaction with personnel, 

product offer, and store layout, while the construction of a place image brings a broader 

perspective with concerns of history, quality of living, and non-shopping related activities 

into the picture. There are six factors identified by de Nisco et al. (2008) which define 

the city center offer. Accessibility is a composition of parking availability, but also ease 

of transportation by foot, bus, or car in the place. Quality of life is a broader trait as it 

describes security levels, cleanliness, buildings, and services for disabled individuals. Re-

tail personnel, price and quality levels, and store assortment are all summarized under 
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Retail offer. Leisure, cultural and public utility services is another broad attribute identi-

fied by de Nisco (2008), which ranges from cultural and entertainment services, events, 

dining services, parks and public utilities. Heritage and artistic aspects and their valori-

zation refers to historic features, events relating to the historic and artistic aspects of the 

city, and the quality of tourist attractions. Marketing strategy defines public relations and 

advertising efforts, and the level of collaboration in any of those initiatives.  

 

In an attempt to holistically conceptualize a place brand, Zenker (2011) also identified 

six place attributes through a literature review. They were Place Characteristics, Place 

Business, and Place History, Place Quality, Place familiarity, and Place inhabitants. The 

general architecture, physical structure of the city center, but also access to green spaces 

and low pollution are referred to as Place Characteristics. Place Business then refers to 

economic opportunities and general economic development of the city. The specific in-

dustries and dominating companies within the city limits can also affect the image of the 

city. Place History is a dimension including aspects such as the place’s general history. 

Zenker (2011) refers to the general perceived quality of a place as Place quality. The cost 

of living is also added to this attribute. Place familiarity could also encompass whether 

the place is recognized in an international context, and if it is familiar to the target audi-

ence. Lastly, Place inhabitants depicts the urban lifestyle, events, culture, and openness- 

and mentality among inhabitants of the place. 

 

On the same note as Zenker (2011), Hart et al. (2013) tried to conceptualize the city center 

in the pursuit to describe the customer experience and perception of the city center. Seven 

dimensions were identified in their attempt to construct the city center image. However, 

these dimensions were placed in a framework by Verhoef et al. (2009), consisting of three 

condensed dimensions, namely Cognitive/physical, Sensory/affective, and Social. The 

cognitive/physical dimension is said to include Assortment, Accessibility, Layout/scale, 

Appearance, and Non-retail. Assortment suggests that consumers put a lot of emphasis on 

the variety and quality of the retail assortment in a city center. It is also clear that con-

sumers consider travel distance and travel costs in the perception of their city center im-

age perception, which makes Accessibility the second cognitive/physical attribute. How-

ever, it is less determinant compared to intense traffic or lack of parking. The Layout/scale 

of a city center refers to the physical ability for consumers to move around while scale 

refers to the perceived size or the concentration of a city center. It plays a functional role, 
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together with assortment and accessibility, when the consumer evaluates whether the city 

center is functional or not. The perceived physical image of a city center, Appearance, is 

contributing to consumers’ image and is made up from the city centers’ buildings, land-

marks, community-artwork, and historical associations (Runyan & Huddlestone, 2006; 

Gentile, Spiller, & Noci, 2007). Non-retail activities is a rather new phenomenon in the 

research of city centers, and contributes to the wider purpose of a city center beyond 

retailing (Hart, Stachow, & Cadogan, 2013). Non-retail activities are important to the 

image of a city center and refers to bars, clubs, theatres, nightlife, leisure and sports ven-

ues, visitors’ attractions, administrative functions and workplaces. The non-retail activi-

ties, despite being outside the retailer's control, contribute as much as retail outlets to 

consumers’ perception of city center image. The second dimension is Sensory/affective. 

It incorporates the overall atmosphere and ambience in the city center as consumers ex-

perience it. This perception is built on senses such as sight, touch, taste, and smell. Busy 

or vacant spaces and stores also impacts consumer’s place image. In the Social dimension, 

attributes describing themes such as familiarity and connectedness were included. It il-

lustrates the consumer’s sense of identification or belonging to the place, and thus it be-

comes especially important when relating it to residents. 

 

Öner (2015) suggests that one of the most important aspects of a city is the provision of 

a place for social interaction, with the help of greater access to people, and different cul-

tural offerings. In line with this aspect, attractive place attributes can also generally be 

viewed as green and open spaces (Öner, 2015).  

 

As evidenced, there are numerous factors which potentially could, or could not, impact 

perceptions, satisfaction, and value of the retail location or place depending on the context 

investigated and the research questions posed. Through a combination of these studies, a 

new framework is presented which tries to unite all aspects with the purpose to create a 

more just representation of the city center. 
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3.3.3 SUMMARY OF CITY CENTER ATTRIBUTES 
Table 1 presents a summary of the previously postulated attributes for retail locations and 

places. However, we suggest that these different descriptions can, and should, provide a 

measure to capture the different dimensions of a city center, especially since both loca-

tions share similarities, and several of the place attributes are narrowed down to a city. 

 

Table 1. Summary of city center attributes 
Item Author 
Accessibility de Nisco (2008) 
 Teller & Elms (2012) 
 Hart (2013) 
 Olsen & Skallerud (2011) 
Parking conditions Teller & Elms (2012) 
Infrastructure of urban retail ag-
glomeration 

Teller & Elms (2012) 

Layout/scale Hart (2013) 
 Öner (2015) 
Retail offer de Nisco (2008) 
 Teller & Elms (2012) 
Place business Zenker (2011) 
Assortment Hart (2013) 
 Olsen & Skallerud (2011) 
Store-related Chang (2015) 
Product value Olsen & Skallerud (2011) 
Product-related Chang (2015) 
Place inhabitants Zenker (2011) 
Personal interaction Olsen & Skallerud (2011) 
 Chang (2015) 
Social Öner (2015) 
Leisure, culture and public utility 
services 

de Nisco (2008) 

Non-retail Teller & Elms (2012) 
 Hart (2013) 
Heritage and artistic aspects and 
their valorization 

de Nisco (2008) 

Place characteristics Zenker (2011) 
Place history Zenker (2011) 
Atmosphere and ambience Hart (2013) 
 Teller & Elms (2012) 
Appearance Hart (2013) 
Place quality Zenker (2011) 
Quality of life de Nisco (2008) 
Marketing strategy de Nisco (2008) 
Place familiarity Zenker (2011) 
 Hart (2013) 
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3.4 CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT 
In the realm of marketing, consumer engagement can be defined as “a psychological state 

that occurs by virtue of interactive, co-creative customer experiences with a focal 

agent/object (e.g., a brand) in focal service relationships” (Brodie, Hollebeek, Jurić, & 

Ilić, 2011b, p. 260). Engagement is often specific to a context, but it provides marketers 

with a multi-faceted view of the consumer which is especially interactive and social 

(Dessart, Veloutsou, & Morgan-Thomas, 2016). Engaged consumers are more likely to 

exhibit more positive attitudes, identification, and satisfaction with the brand (Brodie, 

Ilic, Juric, & Hollebeek, 2011a). As such, it should be seen as an important building block 

for any brand-consumer relationship. Consumer engagement is significantly becoming 

more relevant when managing brands, and thus it is important to meet the customer’s 

expectations (Dessart, Veloutsou, & Morgan-Thomas, 2016).  

 

When putting consumer engagement within a social media context, interactivity and en-

gagement refers to the consumer actively consuming and partaking in promoted content 

(cf. Jung & Butler, 2000). As described by Cleave et al. (2016) “In the social media en-

vironment, effectiveness becomes the ability of the [place] to engage the public and create 

conversations and user-generated content; similarly, character entails the place branding 

images being presented, as well as the tone and themes of the content.” (p.5). 

 

3.4.1 SOCIAL MEDIA 
Social Media is “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and 

technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User 

Generated Content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Kietzmann et al.  (2011) recognize 

how social media has completely shifted the communicative landscape for businesses and 

consumers alike and created a democratized environment in which everyone can share 

their opinion and take part of other’s (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 

2011). Firms, organizations, or more generally, brand stakeholders have to engage with 

their audience and understand the behavior taking place on these social media platforms, 

as much of the conversation is taking place there (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & 

Silvestre, 2011).  
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A social networking site allows users to connect with friends, exchange information, and 

send each other messages (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). A content community is on the 

other hand a platform on which users can share media content in various shapes and forms 

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Instagram could be regarded a hybrid between these two 

definitions of different social media communities. Instagram enables its users to share 

content, mainly in terms of pictures and short videos. Those who desire to follow friends, 

family, or other accounts relating to one’s interests can like, share, comment, and message 

other users. 

 

Social Media, as a product of Web 2.0 is very much built on a collaborative fashion, in 

which the created content and communicated messages could build more engaging con-

versations. This collaborative aura is in stark contrast to traditional straightforward ad-

vertising (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Branding on social media has evolved as a natural 

step from other marketing and branding efforts among firms, organizations, and even 

individuals. However, social media has made the brand more easily accessible to target 

audiences, but it also provides the audience the opportunity to leave real-time feedback 

on posted content, which provides guidance to the firm on future actions (Yan, 2011). 

 

Places in possession of a strong presence on social media could benefit from consumers’ 

improved image of a place, if the qualities and attributes distinct to the place are commu-

nicated effectively to the consumer (cf. Cleave, Arku, Sadler, & Kyeremeh, 2016), which 

consequently should cause additional consumer engagement. It is even proposed that 

managers of place brands need to engage with their target audience on social media for 

the place brand to survive in the long run (Eran & Avraham, 2012), which suggests a 

possible two-way communication between brand and consumer.  

 

According to Huertas & Marine-Roig (2016), several studies investigate how engagement 

affects a better brand image, but not whether communication of the brand image can assist 

in creating more engagement. As a place is a construct of several attributes, similar to 

how a brand is composed of several dimensions, then any place attributes communicated 

in social media have to cause consumers to engage. For example, mountain destinations 

typically acquire positive responses when communicating imagery of mountains and na-

ture to consumers as it is distinctive to the place (Huertas & Marine-Roig, 2016). Earlier 
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conceptualizations of place image constructs have oftentimes neglected a consumer per-

spective (Capik, 2006). If the place marketer can identify what place users experience as 

positive or negative about distinct place attributes, then it can aid proactive communica-

tion of the city center brand image (cf. Hart, 2013). There are a few variables which could 

translate into fundamental indicators of engagement. For example, comments by consum-

ers could be revealing of consumer engagement (Lim, Chung, & Weaver, 2012). Reac-

tions in general, such as those illustrated by likes, comments, and shares should also be 

considered as important measures of consumer engagement on social media (cf. Huertas 

& Marine-Roig, 2016). The conceptualization of engagement through the combination of 

“likes” and comments is common in marketing practice (Carah & Shaul, 2016).  

 

3.5 ANALYTICAL MODEL  
To the best of our knowledge, previous research has not explored and constructed an 

entirely applicable model for a city center image with communication of a place in mind. 

It is generally acknowledged that a city center is comprised of several attributes, and not 

solely retail locations (Wahlberg, 2016). However, the precise identification of what con-

stitutes a city center and its attractiveness appears slightly scattered in the literature, es-

pecially when accounting for both tangible and intangible elements. Several dimensions 

also appear to overlap each other, depending on the authors’ viewpoint. Partly, it may be 

due to incomplete image measures borrowed from other retail environments, according 

to Hart et al. (2013), which is why we suggest a new framework with a combination of 

frameworks which borrow attributes from both retail and place. With the theoretical 

background in mind, and with the summarization of attributes in Table 1, an analytical 

model is proposed in Table 2. This analytical model is primarily used to guide the Insta-

gram content analysis presented in Chapter 4 as a necessary step to investigate why place 

users engage with a place brand on social media. Moreover, the attribute names are crea-

tions of our own, which are based on summaries of the descriptions provided by the au-

thors in Table 1 for their specific framework items. The attributes presented in Table 2 

are concerned with a city center level of analysis. 
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Table 2. City center attributes 
 

 Attribute  Item Description Author 
Tangible Utility Accessibility Ease of transportation and ma-

neuverability  
de Nisco (2008), 
Olsen & Skallerud 
(2011), Teller & Elms 
(2012), Hart (2013) 

  Store-related Operating hours Chang (2015) 
  Layout/Scale Concentration of place Hart (2013) 

  Infrastructure of urban re-
tail agglomeration 

General utilities Teller & Elms (2012) 

  Parking conditions Number and variety of parking 
lots 

Teller & Elms (2012) 

 Shopping Retail offer Retail personnel, price and 
quality levels, and store assort-
ment 

de Nisco (2008), Ol-
sen & Skallerud 
(2011), Teller & Elms 
(2012), Chang (2015) 

  Retail tenant mix The range, attractiveness and 
number of stores, but also the 
assortment of well-known 
stores 

Teller & Elms (2012), 
Hart (2013) 

 Leisure Non-retail Bars, clubs, theatres, nightlife, 
restaurants, cafés, leisure and 
sports venues, visitors’ attrac-
tions  

Hart (2013), Teller & 
Elms (2012), de Nisco 
(2008) 

 History & 
place charac-
teristics 

Heritage and artistic as-
pects 

Historic features, events relat-
ing to the historic and artistic 
aspects of the city 

de Nisco (2008), 
Zenker (2011), Hart 
(2013) 

  Place characteristics General architecture, physical 
structure of the city center, but 
also access to green spaces and 
low pollution 

Zenker (2011), Olsen 
& Skallerud (2011), 
Hart (2013), Öner 
(2015) 

 Living Quality of life Security levels, public services, 
general perceived quality of a 
place; cost of living   

de Nisco (2008), 
Zenker (2011) 

  Place business Economic opportunities and 
general economic development 
of the city 

Zenker (2011) 

Intangible Ambience Atmosphere and ambience Olfactory, visual, tactile, tem-
perature, light, cleanliness, 
mood, busy or vacant spaces 

Teller & Elms (2012), 
Hart (2013) 

 Social Personal interaction Interaction between consumers, 
employees and inhabitants 

Olsen & Skallerud 
(2011), Öner (2015), 
Chang (2015) 

  Place inhabitants Urban lifestyle, events, culture, 
and openness- and mentality 
among inhabitants of the place 

Zenker (2011) 

 Familiarity & 
Marketing 

Marketing strategy Public relations and advertising 
efforts 

de Nisco (2008) 

  Place familiarity Consumer’s identification with 
a place 

Zenker (2011), Hart 
(2013) 



 Persson & Westergren 

 20 

 

4 EMPIRICAL METHOD 
 

 

As this thesis aims to explore how engagement can be stimulated through communication 

of specific city center attributes on social media, Chapter 4 will not only present the cho-

sen research methods of this thesis but also how the data was gathered and further ana-

lyzed.  

 

4.1 RESEARCH DESIGN 
The research design of this thesis is a case study where, as Stake (1995) describes, the 

researcher is interested in the complexity of the case in question. According to Bryman 

and Bell (2015), there are a few objects of study when conducting a case study, a single 

organization, a single location, a person, or, a single event, this thesis will consider the 

first mentioned, a single organization, namely, Handelsstaden Kristianstad. Furthermore, 

case studies are in general associated with a qualitative research approach and this thesis 

is no exception. In order to avoid reliance on a single method (Knights & McCabe, 1997), 

several qualitative methods will be used, an interview, a document study of an Instagram 

feed, and also focus group interviews. Despite the approach of a qualitative case study, 

this thesis is open to nomothetic results, i.e. potentially could other TCM-initiatives ben-

efit from the findings. Bryman and Bell (2015) refers to this as a type of study which they 

call the representative or typical case, hence, seeking to explore a case that exemplifies 

a form of organization. According to Stake (1995), this type of case study is called an 

instrumental case study, meaning, the utilization of one case is a means of creating a 

broader understanding. Even though the idea of a single case study is often criticized, due 

to the lack of representativeness, replicability and validity in other cases, there is still a 

need for this type of research due to the contributions of theoretical generalizability 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

 

On an overarching level, the thesis is exploratory in its purpose as new insights are sought 

and explored (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009) about consumer engagement in rela-

tion to city center attributes, and in the context of social media. However, it is also de-

scriptive in the sense that a detailed account is given of the specific organization, Han-

delsstaden Kristianstad. The study is also descriptive as “how?” and “what” is of interest 
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to our research purpose, which entails a rich account of the data found, parallel to the 

exploratory approach. 

 

4.2 RESEARCH STRATEGY 
Research strategy is the general orientation to the conduct of business research (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015), and can either be qualitative or quantitative. In order to answer the research 

question of this thesis we seek to explore and explain through a qualitative strategy rather 

than a quantitative strategy, as the research purpose is concerned with individuals’ sub-

jective understanding of their actions and surroundings. Furthermore, an understanding 

of an individual’s subjective perception of a city center points in the direction of a quali-

tative strategy, and not the investigation of causal relationship between different concepts, 

which would necessitate a quantitative strategy.  

 

4.3 DATA COLLECTION 
The following section presents the qualitative method, which in this case is a multimethod 

qualitative approach consisting of both primary and secondary data, collected from a 

background interview, a document study of an Instagram feed and two focus groups. 

 

4.3.1 BACKGROUND INTERVIEW 
To frame the context in which the overarching research question was explored, a prelu-

sive interview with Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Chief Operating Officer (COO) was 

conducted to complement an introductory meeting where the research purpose was pre-

sented to the organization. This allowed us to partly make the thesis more relevant from 

a pragmatic perspective, but it also enabled us to conduct a more nuanced discussion in 

Chapter 7. Conducting an interview with the organization in question is not only a com-

plement to gather secondary data from reports and the web, but also to contribute to a 

richer level of information that otherwise would be unknown. 

 

The interview took place on the 20th of April 2017, with Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s 

COO Charlotte Svärd, and lasted for approximately 30 minutes. The interview took place 

in a conference room at Charlotte Svärd’s department, and the nature of the interview was 
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semi-structured. An interview guide was constructed with questions that we sought an-

swers to, see Appendix A. The fact that it was semi-structured allowed us as interviewers 

some flexibility to ask follow-up questions (Ahrne & Svensson, 2015). One of us acted 

as a moderator, asking the questions, while the other one observed, took notes and asked 

follow-up questions. The questions asked touched upon four main areas. Firstly, ques-

tions were asked about the general background of Handelsstaden Kristianstad, such as the 

aim of the organization and who is behind the initiative. Secondly, the various compo-

nents of a city center were discussed to identify Charlotte Svärd’s perception of the city 

center. Thirdly, questions were asked about Handelsstaden’s marketing efforts made on 

Instagram. The questions were posed to pinpoint potential social media strategies, what 

content is published, and why. Finally, questions were asked concerned with engagement 

on Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram, and moreover, Charlotte Svärd’s perception 

of the target audience, for whom the account is intended for, and if there is any systematic 

monitoring of any performance indexes.  

 

4.3.2 INSTAGRAM FEED 
As the research purpose is defined in a social media context, the necessary data to conduct 

a content analysis was found on Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram feed, which is a 

secondary data source. The image-heavy social media platform was founded in 2010, and 

quickly became one of the most popular social media platforms with over 600 million 

monthly users (Instagram, 2017). Instagram was bought by Facebook in 2012 (Constine 

& Cutler, 2012), and it is the second most used social media platform in Sweden 

(Davidsson, 2016). Instagram is filled with extant photographs often accompanied with 

some comment or information. Extant images are not specifically generated for the re-

search purpose, but these images can be used as data in their own right (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). Handelsstaden Kristianstad published their first post on Instagram back in March 

2015, and as of April 2017, around 300 posts had been published. In August 2016, about 

400 users followed Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram account, and as of the 20th of 

April 2017 approximately 1250 users followed the account. 
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4.3.3 FOCUS GROUPS 
Two focus group interviews were conducted, to gain insight into the subjective reasoning 

behind individuals’ social media engagement. Essentially, a focus group is a semi-struc-

tured group interview in which a moderator guides the conversation forward. It usually 

takes place in an informal setting, builds on interaction between participants, and aims to 

collect information on a certain subject (McLafferty, 2004). By using focus group inter-

views, we could to some degree complement the subjective content analysis on Han-

delsstaden’s Instagram feed. It was also partly to gain deeper insight into the reasoning 

behind social media engagement among place users, which adds to the description of 

people’s subjective understanding of the world (Rabiee, 2004). Focus groups are benefi-

cial to illuminate individuals’ or groups’ thoughts and feelings about certain topics which 

in turn could shine light on why certain actions or attitudes exist (Rabiee, 2004). Thus, it 

enables ourselves to approach an answer to the research question, providing an explana-

tion of how consumer engagement can be stimulated through communication of specific 

city center attributes on social media. Neither does an Instagram content analysis suffice 

when analyzing what is communicated about a place (cf. Huertas & Marine-Roig, 2016), 

which also provided an additional reason to use focus groups as a complement to the 

Instagram document study. Due to the interactive and engaging potential of social media, 

we deemed it appropriate to conduct focus groups in order to stimulate similar interaction 

and discussion in a group setting.  

 

4.3.3.1 PARTICIPANT SELECTION 

Several students at Kristianstad University, mainly within the business administration and 

digital design programs, were approached through Kristianstad University’s online plat-

form, and in person. Students are typically a younger group of consumers; hence, con-

nected to a younger demographic. Young consumers between the ages of 12-25 years old 

tend to be among the most avid Instagram users in Sweden (Davidsson, 2016). Social 

media in general is a favored media choice among people born in the late 1970s and 

onwards (Dev, Buschman, & Bowen, 2010). Moreover, Charlotte Svärd, COO of Han-

delsstaden Kristianstad, at one point expressed how students sometimes are overseen in 

the organizations work, although students are part of the target audience. Students were 

inquired about their willingness to partake in a focus group concerned with the topics of 

social media and the city of Kristianstad. A majority of students declined, but two groups 
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of students at Kristianstad University were composed, both consisting of five students 

each, see Table 3. About half of both groups were at least familiar with each other prior 

to the focus group interview. It is believed that a homogeneity among participants is fa-

vorable as it removes any barriers to engage in conversation, which is crucial to reap the 

full benefits of a focus group (McLafferty, 2004; Rabiee, 2004). The separation of the 

two focus groups was done according to the participants’ availability. Thus, purposive 

sampling was used to find homogeneity (Bryman & Bell, 2015), but also due to conven-

ience. Two inclusion criteria were used in the selection process: the participants had to 

be users of Instagram, and they had to be enrolled students at Kristianstad University. 

The participants were asked a couple of days prior to the interview to browse through the 

Instagram feed of Handelsstaden Kristianstad to create an overall picture of the organi-

zation.  

 

Table 3. Focus Group Participants  

 Group Origin Field of Study 
1 Trelleborg Business Administration Marketing 
 Hässleholm Business Administration Marketing 
 Helsingborg  Business Administration Accounting 
 Tingsryd Business Administration Marketing 
 Malmö Business Administration Marketing 

2 Kristianstad Business Administration Accounting 
 Kristianstad Business Administration Accounting 
 Motala Business Administration Marketing 
 Lund Business Administration Accounting 
 Kristianstad Digital Design  

 
 
4.3.3.2 FOCUS GROUP GUIDE 

Both focus group sessions were executed with the help of a semi-structured interview 

guide, seen in Appendix B. It included seven main questions, and eight sub-questions 

which could be used to trigger discussion if silence ensued. The latter questions were 

more leading, while the former questions were more open-ended. The first focus group 

took place on May 3rd at Kristianstad University, and the second focus group on May 4th. 

The duration of both sessions was approximately one hour. The participants were first 

offered coffee, water and cookies to ease any tensions related to the focus group discus-

sion. After the participants briefly introduced themselves and their connection to Kris-

tianstad they were asked if anything particular stood out from Handelsstaden Kristian-

stad’s Instagram account, which they were asked to glance trough prior to the session. 
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Then the aim was to investigate what types of Instagram posts garnered attention or 

prompted conversation. Tied into this discussion, questions were more explicitly relating 

to the motives behind engagement on social media.  

 

To accomplish this, a sample of imagery was taken from Instagram the content analysis. 

The use of imagery can be useful in a focus group setting as it creates engagement among 

respondents, which removes an otherwise common level of passivity caused by the one-

sided view of the participant as a data source (Ahrne & Svensson, 2015). In this sense, 

the images were here used as prompts instead of data in their own right to enable a con-

versation about what is represented in the presented pictures (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The 

images used in the focus groups are visible in Appendix C, and were presented with their 

accompanying text underneath. All main attributes were represented among the sample 

of about 26 images, from which the participants then were asked to choose their top ten 

favorites from. The purpose of this task was to identify which factors cause the partici-

pants to “like”, or to reject an image. After the top ten pictures were selected out of the 

26 pictures presented, the participants were asked to arrange them from 1 to 10, or best 

to worst, to distinguish which motives were more appealing than others. Both focus 

groups’ top ten rankings are found in Appendix D for the first group and Appendix E for 

the second group. 

 

The groups were then asked to look at a large poster, containing the top 20 most liked 

pictures of the Instagram account. Without the knowledge of why the specific pictures 

were chosen, the participants were asked to discuss common themes or alterations. Prior 

to the second focus group, smaller adjustments were made to the focus group guide, which 

can be beneficial to aid the continuous analysis process (Rennstam & Wästerfors, 2015). 

For instance, focus group 1 were not told that it was the 20 most liked pictures while 

focus group 2 were told so. This was a decision made after noticing that focus group 1 

were stretching to find common themes. Focus group 2 were instead asked why they think 

that the 20 images were the most liked images which resulted in a more vibrant discus-

sion. Our own roles as moderators of the focus groups were passive, aiming to not inter-

fere with the discussion of the participants. 
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4.4 DATA ANALYSIS 
The data collected from the Instagram feed and focus groups were analyzed. The back-

ground interview was on the other hand primarily thought of as a source of background 

information for the case presentation in Chapter 5, although it was analyzed in an un-

structured manner to synthesize the main ideas expressed throughout the interview    

 

4.4.1 INSTAGRAM FEED 
In the pursuit of answering how engagement can be stimulated through communication 

of specific city center attributes on social media, a qualitative content analysis was per-

formed with the purpose of establishing a foundation of images to discuss, and questions 

to ask during the focus groups, but also to map engagement on Instagram. Typically, 

content analysis is a method by which the researcher both gathers and categorizes data by 

specific criteria, followed by a systematic identification of patterns (Huertas & Marine-

Roig, 2016). In other words, the purpose of using content analysis is a way to grasp what 

information is mediated through technology-supported social interaction, messages, text, 

information, or other mass-media content (Krippendorff, 2004; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; 

Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). Consequently, the data used in the form of text 

and imagery should be analyzed with the likely intentions and meanings behind the con-

tent in mind (Krippendorff, 2004). In addition to the type of image, the frequency of im-

ages within a specific category can also be counted to find patterns (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). 

 

4.4.1.1 SEMIOTICS 

As the content analysis mainly builds on imagery and text from Instagram, the concept 

of semiotics must be introduced. While language is linear and sequential, images are spa-

tial and simultaneous, and thus they can be interpreted in several ways (Eriksson & 

Göthlund, 2004). On a fundamental level, semiotics can be regarded as a theory of how 

human beings communicate through signs, and their ability to interpret text and images 

as carriers of meaning and information (Eriksson & Göthlund, 2004). Semiotics analyzes 

the underlying structures of meaningful events, both verbal and non-verbal (Mick, 1986). 

Hence, the main objective of semiotics is to connect the deeper sense of objects and hu-

man reactions (Mick, 1986), which also makes it nomothetic as it seeks frequently occur-
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ring patterns (Sonesson, 1992). Signs and symbols are of significance when both posi-

tioning and repositioning a brand (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Since humans learn by seeing, 

images are important in any brand identity work (Eriksson & Göthlund, 2004). 

 

There are numerous approaches to analyze an image, and no single approach is more 

appropriate than the other. However, a fundamental understanding of the methodology 

and terminology strengthens the position of the beholder (Borgersen & Ellingsen, 1994). 

In order to categorize the social media content, a formal analysis of the imagery and text 

will be utilized (Eriksson & Göthlund, 2004), wherein color, composition, and shape are 

the three fundamentals of the communicated image. Consequently, if what is depicted 

reflects the physical surroundings it becomes an analogy for the physical reality, accord-

ing to Eriksson & Göthlund (2004). This also entails a more descriptive methodology, as 

the image simply is ought to be translated into words to enable categorization (Eriksson 

& Göthlund, 2004). Different message carriers can be identified within an image. A sig-

nifier refers to a representation of the real object and relies on resemblance and it is thus 

denotative; an image of a store front is a signifier of the real store, and relates to the 

shopping attribute. The signified refers to anything which hints about an object and relies 

on a sense of similarity; thus it is connotative. An image of a winter sunrise over the 

biosphere reserve Vattenriket signifies ideas about light, mood, temperature, and other 

ambience descriptions, even though it is clear the picture was taken in Vattenriket. What 

is deemed to be represented is affected by the receiver interpreting the content, and the 

way the image is mediated. Hence, any image can be interpreted in multiple ways and the 

interpretation becomes dependent on both the sender and interpreter’s respective con-

texts. It is assumed that notions about different phenomena and objects are generated 

when the interpreter views an image (Eriksson & Göthlund, 2004). 

 

As evidenced, the process of semiotic analysis is highly subjective. Images are interpreted 

within a given framework (Eriksson & Göthlund, 2004), and in this case the framework 

for city center attributes, see Table 2. Semiotic analysis requires a model or framework 

with which the analysis can be conducted, because without something to base the analysis 

on, there is nothing to analyze (Sonesson, 1992). The Instagram content analysis was 

conducted four times, and an abductive approach is suitable in this sense, as it allows the 

analysis of preconceived categories and the creation of new ones in case new findings do 
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not fit into the original city center attributes framework. It is essential to construct inter-

pretive response codes and rules; therefore, Eco (1976) suggest that each time a sign, or 

in this case an image, is confronted, abduction occurs. Furthermore, when studying im-

ages or symbols it is of importance that they are situated in a wider social context and 

must be understood by the human environment in that way (Mick, 1986). The Instagram 

content analysis was conducted in pairs, which aids the abductive reasoning as different 

interpretations emerge about the intended meaning and message of the image through 

discussion (Eriksson & Göthlund, 2004). Lastly, as Instagram utilizes a mix of images 

and words, we viewed the text as complementary rather than conflicting when analyzing 

the image message (Eriksson & Göthlund, 2004).  

 

4.4.1.2 CONTENT ANALYSIS OF INSTAGRAM FEED 

We conducted the first Instagram content analysis together on the 24th of April 2017 to 

get familiar with the material. All 301 Instagram posts were printed in a physical format, 

while we simultaneously had the actual posts and accompanying texts visible on screen. 

In a chronological order, each individual post was discussed in relation to the attributes 

presented in Table 2. Oftentimes there were clear signifiers in the image as it clearly 

represented the real object or subject. Other times an image depicted, for example, close-

ups of products, which signified product offering or the store selling the products. Con-

sequently, the text was considered as well to figure out the most significant message car-

rier in the communicated content. Furthermore, a second analysis was conducted on the 

28th of April 2017 to either reaffirm or revise the first analysis. This time only the 151 

posts uploaded since the 5th of August 2016 were analyzed. We explored common pat-

terns within the previous categorizations by assigning each of the 151 posts into sub-

attributes. The content analysis was conducted a third time, on the 12th of May 2017, 

whereby sought to identify themes outside the assigned attributes. Lastly, we revisited 

the material a fourth time on the 18th of May 2017 to look for an additional theme outside 

the defined attributes. By performing the content analysis of the Instagram account four 

times, summarized in Table 4, we became familiar with the material, which contributed 

to a more nuanced discussion. Image categories include the original attributes, but also 

the two new findings which did not fit the attribute framework. Sub-image categories 

refer to the identification of more well-defined patterns within the attributes and new 

findings. Lastly, themes refer to neither attributes, nor a specific category of images, but 
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rather common patterns which emerged across all images, such as the occurrence of peo-

ple. Also, the content analysis has enabled us to choose a sample of images from the 

Instagram account used during the focus group interviews. 

 

Table 4. Content analysis of Instagram feed (cumulative) 

Date 
Number of image 

categories 
Number of sub 

image categories 
Number of 

themes 
April 24th 8 - - 
April 28th 9 28 - 
May 12th 10 28 1 
May 18th 10 28 2 

 

4.4.1.3 INTERPRETATION OF IMAGES 

Most images carried a clear signifier or message carrier about the purpose of the published 

post. Most notably, posts of façades or buildings were clear indicators of Place History 

& Characteristics, and posts of store layouts were placed in the Shopping attribute. How-

ever, there were numerous posts on Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram account 

which covered more than one main attribute as defined by the analytical model seen in 

Table 2. Hence, we had to consider shape, color, composition, and text to draw conclu-

sions about possible signifiers. For example, there was a collage post with four different 

pictures presenting information about an athletic clothing pop-up store, a talent show, 

soccer activities for kids, and the Swedish Fettisdagen (Fat Tuesday). The post could be 

regarded as an event in the Social attribute, but as the post mainly was indicative of the 

city’s sports offer and café offer, it was still placed in Leisure Advertisement. Further-

more, some pictures, such as a picture of pumpkins, were hard to categorize without read-

ing the accompanying text, which in this case informed the viewer about upcoming au-

tumn shopping offers in the city center, while the sole image could have been regarded 

as something related to food or the autumn festivities. Here, the text in relation to the 

image became the main message carrier, and the image was placed in Social as it was 

informing about a market event, rather than being a plain advertisement. Sometimes it 

was also hard to draw the line; a post about go-cart promotion could be placed under the 

attributes Social or Leisure, but as the post informed both about carting events and about 

the city’s sports offer, it was placed in Leisure, although it was later added to Advertise-

ment as a form of Leisure Advertisement. Once again, the combination of a borrowed 
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picture and accompanying text had to be considered in order to interpret the intended 

message of the Instagram post. 

 

Another attribute which calls for clarification is Ambience, which according to the Table 

2 item descriptions could relate to olfactory, visual, tactile, temperature, light, cleanliness, 

mood, and busy or vacant spaces. One post depicted a sunrise over the Kristianstad sky-

line, with Vattenriket in the foreground. It was placed in the Ambience attribute as it used 

several of the ingredients necessary for a post to be deemed ambient. The complementary 

text only greeted users with a “good morning”. However, a post of an open-air restaurant 

was directly related to Leisure as it mentioned the specific restaurant at which the picture 

was shot, but the post was heavily influenced by ambience as it signaled busy places and 

warm weather. This influence from ambience appeared recurrent in both focus groups as 

well, as the respondents were inclined to favor images which mediated some kind of sen-

sation or feeling, which called for a third analysis of the Instagram data material to estab-

lish what this feeling was through discussion with each other and comparison with other 

images and city center attributes. Despite the attribute communicated in an image, the 

third analysis was concerned with how olfactory, visual, tactile, temperature, light, clean-

liness, mood, and busy or vacant spaces could trigger a feeling within the framework of 

a city center brand. It should be noted how images of, for instance, close-ups of food 

could trigger associations with the smell of certain foods, but be too zoomed in or generic 

to be put in any spatial context. While on the other side of the spectrum, an image of a 

cancer-research non-profit event portrayed a busy space with decorations and people in a 

good mood, which radiates a feeling.  

 

The occurrence of people on Instagram posts was also a hot topic in both focus groups, 

which gave birth to the forth Instagram content analysis in which we actively looked for 

people in the pictures. Images were thought to include people despite them not being the 

focus of the image, even if they were advertisements.  

 

4.4.2 FOCUS GROUPS 
Both focus groups were video and audio recorded with verbal approval from all partici-

pants.  The interviews were later transcribed with a clean read approach, rather than 

purely verbatim. One focus group was transcribed each. Firstly, the transcriptions were 

read by both of us separately to get our own sense of the material as a whole. Secondly, 
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In Vivo coding was used to respect the participants’ voices (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 

2014), and avoid interpretation to some degree in the initial coding stage. In the coding 

process, we actively searched for motives which could explain why respondents were or 

were not engaged by certain images, and why they would consider “liking” them. When 

a new image was discussed, we coded the most telling phrases in relation to said image. 

If several respondents described the same image as “pretty” shortly after one another, we 

only coded the phrase once. Full phrases or fragments of phrases were coded using the 

respondents’ own and unique expressions, followed by a comparison and discussion of 

our codes to reach consensus on what codes to accept. Originally, we pursued to inde-

pendently categorize all original codes, which in total accumulated to about 250 original 

codes. Although this segment enabled us to get a grip of the codes, it became troublesome 

to further discuss and justify categorization. Consequently, we had to revisit the original 

codes as a group to condense similar expressions into small phrases or words that ap-

peared frequently, which is a means to make the data stronger (Miles, Huberman, & 

Saldana, 2014). To illustrate, if the handball team IFK was discussed as something unique 

to the city, along with the distinctiveness of the local theatre, both were coded as Place 

characteristics. 250 codes turned into approximately 20 reasons to “like” an image, and 

10 reasons to dislike an image. Thirdly, independently from each other, we categorized 

the condensed In Vivo codes into common denominators. Our categorizations were com-

pared and discussed with one another to reach a consensus on what codes or categories 

shared similarities. When we assembled the data into categories, it enabled us to create a 

display of data from which new conclusions could be drawn in the discussion about mo-

tives behind “liking” or rejecting a picture (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). 

 

4.5 CREDIBIL ITY AND TRANSFERABIL ITY 
All researchers face the constant pressures of validity, which is the researchers’ impact 

on the integrity of the conclusions. Bryman and Bell (2015) mention four different criteria 

to achieve validity: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Also 

Vaismoradi et al. (2013) and Graneheim and Lundman (2004) concur that these criteria 

need to be considered. Credibility refers to whether the researcher’s account is acceptable 

to others, such as the interviewee (Bryman & Bell, 2015), which is significantly relevant 

in the framing of the thesis’ investigated organization, Handelsstaden Kristianstad. For 
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example, the background interview transcript was sent to Charlotte Svärd to have it ac-

cepted. We also tried to establish credibility by providing rich descriptions of the findings 

in Chapter 6. Qualitative research is more often than not specific to the social world in 

which it was conducted, which raises the question of transferability (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). To transfer the findings and conclusions of the study to similar settings, it is vital 

to provide thick descriptions of the research findings even if they are contradictory, but 

also the settings, which the case presentation of Handelsstaden Kristianstad partly aims 

to provide. Dependability, similar to reliability, refers to a consistent and transparent rec-

ord keeping of drafts, transcripts, interviews, and other data important to the study in case 

peers would need to review the material (Bryman & Bell, 2015). All thesis drafts, inter-

view transcriptions, interview codes, Instagram feed data, and original video and audio 

recordings are stored online and our own devices. Confirmability is concerned with the 

researchers conducting their study in good faith, and thus not pursuing a personal agenda 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

 

4.6 LIMITATIONS 
This thesis includes a few limitations which could impact the transferability of the results. 

Firstly, only students at Kristianstad University took part in the focus groups, and a small 

segment of all those affected by place branding efforts. Moreover, Instagram is the sole 

social media platform considered in this thesis. Secondly, there is only one city center 

place brand (Handelsstaden Kristianstad) considered in this thesis. Furthermore, there are 

factors beyond the aim of this thesis which could influence the number of likes on Insta-

gram images, such as the use of hashtags, or when posts get buried.  
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5 CASE PRESENTATION 
 

 

In the year of 1614, Danish king Christian IV founded Kristianstad as a military strong-

hold (The Editors of Encyclopædia Britannica, 2008). Fast forward 397 years to 2011, 

and Kristianstad is rather a Swedish stronghold for food production and various kinds of 

trade (Skåne, 2013). Food production is prominent to the degree to which the municipality 

of Kristianstad decided to profile themselves as a center for food production, through the 

initiative ‘Spirit of Food’ (Kristianstad Kommun, 2017a). In addition to its historical her-

itage, a UNESCO world heritage site, Kristianstad Vattenrike Biosphere Reserve, is 

found within a stone’s throw from the city center (Kristianstad Kommun, 2017b). More-

over, the local handball team, IFK Kristianstad, has put Kristianstad on the map as they 

back-to-back won the Swedish handball championships in 2015 and 2016. In support of 

their success, the orange team colors have been adopted by other local teams such as the 

women’s soccer team, KDFF (Landqvist, 2016). 
 

Kristianstad is the biggest city in northeastern Skåne with 37 500 inhabitants living in the 

city as of 2016. Kristianstad is also the biggest municipality in Skåne in terms of area 

(Kristianstad Kommun, 2017c). In the Kristianstad city center, there are 77 property own-

ers, and 294 businesses ranging from retailers, restaurants, hotels, and cafés, which all 

are relatively tightly knit together in a concentrated city center. During 2016, these 294 

businesses had a turnover of 1 951 million SEK (WSP, 2016). To further nurture the trade 

and business spirit of the city, three different organizations were gathered in 2011 to dis-

cuss questions of mutual importance. The formalized umbrella organization Han-

delsstaden Kristianstad (“retail-city Kristianstad”) was founded by the member organiza-

tions Fastighetsägarna (property owners), Handelsföreningen (trade association), and 

Kristianstad Kommun (the local government of Kristianstad). However, it is worthy to 

note that the sole employee of Handelsstaden Kristianstad is the chief of operations, 

namely Charlotte Svärd who assumed her position at Handelsstaden Kristianstad in the 

summer of 2016, although much of the work depends on voluntary contributions from 

Handelsföreningen and Fastighetsägarna among others. The chief operating officer is re-

sponsible for daily operations, coordination of market activities, and participation in work 

teams concerned with safety (Tryggt och säkert-gruppen), marketing (Marknadsfö-
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ringsgruppen), cleanliness (Rent och snyggt-gruppen), accessibility (Tillgänglighetsgrup-

pen), and establishment (Etableringsgruppen). The particular teams are responsible for 

plans and proposals for projects, and presentations and reports to the board 

(Handelsstaden Kristianstad, 2014).  
 

Since the beginning, the aim of Handelsstaden Kristianstad has always been a strive to 

create an attractive city center; to create the necessary conditions for prosperous business; 

and to strengthen property values (Handelsstaden Kristianstad, 2017). Charlotte Svärd 

summarized it as a desire to attract residents and visitors alike to the city center to facili-

tate a lively and flourishing city center through the coordination of end goals. Each mem-

ber organization is ought to provide an equal amount of capital to Handelsstaden Kris-

tianstad, which amounts to about 500 000 SEK each. Handelsstaden Kristianstad has 

about 450 000 SEK at their disposal which can be utilized for different marketing hap-

penings, including events, advertisements, and activities. Although Handelsstaden Kris-

tianstad is a three-part initiative, the municipality of Kristianstad only acts as a lubricant 

to keep the machinery going, while the remaining two organizations are more actively 

involved. In 2014, Kristianstad was received the award for “Swedish City Center of the 

Year” by Svenska Stadskärnor (Backlund, 2014) with the explanatory statement: 
 

In a short amount of time they have effectively developed the city’s attractiveness. Through heavy invest-

ments in infrastructure and outstanding cooperation between stakeholders, new job opportunities and 

meeting places have emerged. The city has successfully turned into an ”outdoor mall” for good-fellowship 

and well-being for all. With a strain of elements from nature in conjunction with the urban offering, where 

traditions meet the future, the city has become a strong attraction for both residents and visitors, which a 

growing trade index also testifies. They can with glory and pride proclaim: ”I’ll see you in town!” (Svenska 

Stadskärnor, 2014, p. 1) 
 

The award is given to cities which have successfully developed their city centers with 

measurable results through cooperation between private and public stakeholders (Svenska 

Stadskärnor, 2016). As the summer of 2017 approaches, Handelsstaden Kristianstad is in 

the process of implementing a new communication plan to create a coherent communi-

cative framework in any marketing efforts. However, Svärd expressed an inability to pin-

point a strategy to put into effect for Instagram, mainly in regards to what content should 

be published. Svärd views Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s social media accounts as an im-

portant tool in the marketing toolbox, due to the relatively low budget the organization 

deals with.  
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6 FINDINGS 
 

 

As the purpose of this study is to explore engagement on social media through communi-

cation of specific city center attributes on a place brand’s social media account, the find-

ings from the interview with Charlotte Svärd (chief operating officer at Handelsstaden 

Kristianstad), the content analysis of Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram, and the 

focus groups are presented to lay the foundation for a discussion. 

 

6.1 THE INSTAGRAMMER’S OWN PERCEPTION 
To set the pragmatic scene for the context of this thesis, an interview (Appendix A) was 

arranged with the current chief of operations at Handelsstaden Kristianstad, Charlotte 

Svärd. Topics which related to the history of Handelsstaden Kristianstad, Svärd’s image 

of Kristianstad’s city center, and Svärd’s use of social media in her professional work 

were discussed. Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram account has been active since 

March 2015, but there have been different individuals responsible for published posts, 

which consequently affect the content and the frequency of posts. Even today, most posts 

are published by Charlotte Svärd, but a few are also posted by the communication agency 

Zanshin as told by Svärd. Svärd also mentioned a difference in strategy, as Zanshin usu-

ally include more text in their posts than she does herself. 

 

Svärd considered the concentration of the retail and entertainment offer in Kristianstad as 

one of the city center’s most distinguishing characteristics. However, no Instagram met-

rics appeared to be systematically documented by Svärd, although she noted a significant 

difference in engagement in terms of “likes” whenever she posted pictures of the city 

streets and architecture, vis-à-vis traditional advertisements or discount offers from indi-

vidual stores. Furthermore, she seldom received messages or comments, but whenever 

she did receive either comments or “mentions”, she made sure to respond. Svärd com-

pared Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram comment section to that of another retail 

organization which never responded to users’ comments. According to Svärd, this stim-

ulated a free-for-all online environment as no one was there to counter any negative com-

ments, which metaphorically could be compared to a hijacking of the online conversation 

(Cleave, Arku, Sadler, & Kyeremeh, 2016). Svärd reflected on Instagram’s potential for 
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interactivity and two-way communication as she experienced a lack of questions or com-

petitions directed to followers, which she thought was a pity.  

 

6.2 INSTAGRAM CONTENT ANALYSIS 
When we first familiarized ourselves with the material, a difference in activity was noted 

between before and after Svärd’s hiring. In the early days of the Instagram account, there 

were several periods of up to four weeks where no posts were uploaded, and during this 

period the account had few followers. Several posts had less than five likes which caused 

a decline in the average likes per post on posts after August 2016. Consequently, we have 

actively chosen to mainly focus on the 151 posts published by Charlotte Svärd, but also 

to make it more pragmatically for Svärd. Though, three images that performed well in 

terms of “likes” from before Charlotte Svärd’s hiring were also chosen to complement a 

few elements which the most recent images failed to depict. These were pictures of fans 

of the local handball team (IFK), Kristianstad’s Pride Festival, and a unique landmark 

building (Theatre). It should be noted that the analysis has not been conducted with a 

likes-followers-ratio in mind, as we did not have access to data consistently describing 

the development of number of followers. Initially, each picture of Handelsstaden Kris-

tianstad’s Instagram account was assigned an attribute according to the attributes previ-

ously presented in Table 2 (Utility, Shopping, Leisure, Living, Ambience, Social, and 

Familiarity). 

 

6.2.1 IMAGE CONTENT 
To provide the reader with an idea of what images looked like in the different attributes 

a few examples are presented in this paragraph. Starting with the tangible attributes, only 

one post was identified which belonged to the Utility attribute, depicting an informational 

sign about ongoing roadwork in the city center. Pictures in the Shopping attribute were 

mostly close-ups of products, or store events such as openings, store layout and store-

fronts. The dominant category in the Leisure attribute was close-ups of food, juices, ice-

cream, etc. from different restaurants and cafés. Only one post was identified not relating 

to food, which was of an open-air café. Interestingly, no images of the local night-clubs 

or other after-hours activities, or museums appeared. Images assigned to Place History 

and Characteristics were pictures of buildings and architecture, as well as specific sur-

roundings such as the biosphere reserve Vattenriket, and Easter decorations in the city. 



 Persson & Westergren 

 37 

Only two posts were assigned in the Living attribute, one being of a local insurance com-

pany celebrating 180 years of business. The other one being an event by the local author-

ities, informing about a new recycling system for place inhabitants. The Ambience, So-

cial, and Familiarity attributes are considered intangible. A few images were distinctly 

portraying elements such as crowded spaces, light, mood, and feeling in general. For ex-

ample, busy spaces such as a crowded evening Christmas market, or light and feeling 

such as a sunrise over Vattenriket. Social attribute images were mostly of events, such as 

fashion shows, a charity barbeque by Lions Club Kristianstad, and Lucia Christmas cel-

ebrations. Few images were of actual interaction with place users or personnel. No posts 

were identified which explicitly addressed the Familiarity attribute.  

 

As the first Instagram analysis (April 24th) was based on the analytical model presented 

in Table 2, including eight main attributes, it became clear in the second Instagram con-

tent analysis (April 28th) how some images were forced into attributes where the item 

descriptions in Table 2 did not neatly fit the city center attribute descriptions. Hence, new 

image themes had to be considered for those images which were not descriptive of the 

place in question, especially since our research question is concerned with place attrib-

utes. For example, several images addressed advertisements, sweepstakes, and PR-related 

activities. These images were categorized as Advertisement. Another two posts were 

placed in a General. One being a plain text picture of the word “Stockholm” after the 

terror attack in April 2017, and the other being a generic New Year’s Eve picture of fire-

works. As the latter two did not communicate anything about the place, they were re-

moved from the analysis. Regarding number of posts represented on Handelsstaden Kris-

tianstad’s Instagram account, there are clear differences observed. Advertisement (49), 

Social (35) and Shopping (29) are communicated most frequently, while Familiarity (0), 

Utility (1) and Living (2) are the least communicated. 

 

6.2.2 ENGAGEMENT THROUGH COMMENTS 
During the interview, Charlotte Svärd mentioned an apparent lack of comments and mes-

sages from users, which also is evident in the Instagram content analysis. 163 comments 

were found on the 149 posts, where a few comments were responses by Handelsstaden 

Kristianstad. Oftentimes the comments were left by member businesses of Handelsstaden 

Kristianstad. As seen in Table 5, Ambience, and Social were those with most comments 
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on average. Interactive posts were few and far between, where Handelsstaden Kristian-

stad directly asked users for a response. Another post stood out in terms of comments 

when the 150 posts before Svärd’s hiring were considered. It was a competition posted 

on the 3rd of May 2016 where users were asked to tag friends and family to participate in 

a gift-card sweepstake, which resulted in a total of 78 comments. Concerning Advertise-

ment, there were 34 comments in total on the 49 posts, which are excluded in Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Comments divided by attribute 

Attribute (Number of posts) 
Number of 
Comments Mean 

Utility (1) 1 1,0 
Shopping (29) 22 0,8 
Leisure (16) 12 0,8 
Place History and Characteristics (8) 7 0,9 
Living (2) 1 0,5 
Ambience (9) 30 3,3 
Social (35) 56 1,6 
Familiarity (0) - - 

Total 129  
 

6.2.3 ENGAGEMENT THROUGH “LIKES” 
Due to the general lack of comments on posts, “likes” does more justice when presenting 

post-engagement in this context. Since Svärd assumed her position at Handelsstaden 

Kristianstad, her top posts are in Ambience, Social, and Place History & Characteristics 

(apart from Utility with only one post), both in terms of maximum and median “likes” as 

seen in Figure 1. However, it is important to note the amount of posts in each category 

as it skews the average number of likes, which called for a more just measure, such as the 

median. Both the mean and median are included in Figure 1 to illustrate the case. Five 

posts were borrowed from private users and credited as such. This user generated content 

(UGC) received an average of 77.4 likes per post. Of the 149 posts, 12 were videos or so-

called “Boomerangs” with moving pictures. These videos received an average of 55.5 

likes.  
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Figure 1. Posts with the most, least, and median likes 
 

Leisure, Living and Shopping are also attributes with low engagement as defined by av-

erage like per post, with averages of 42, 43, and 44 respectively. The attributes that re-

ceived the highest average likes per post were Ambience (102), Utility (72) and Place 

History and Characteristics (63), although Utility only accounts for one picture. In Table 

6, the post-engagement in terms of “likes” is presented with regards to its assigned attrib-

utes. Advertisement is not only what is most frequently communicated, but it also appears 

to be the least effective content, with an average of 31 likes per post (1509 likes distrib-

uted on 49 images). Interesting to note is the average number of likes regardless of attrib-

ute. Posts average 47 “likes”, when accounting for all 149 posts. 
 

Table 6. “Likes” divided by attribute 

Attribute (Number of posts) 
Number 
of Likes Mean 

Utility (1) 72 72,0 
Shopping (29) 1275 44,0 
Leisure (16) 674 42,1 
Place History and Characteristics (8) 507 63,4 
Living (2) 85 42,5 
Ambience (9) 918 102,0 
Social (35) 1908 54,5 
Familiarity (0) - - 

Total 5439   
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6.2.4 A SECOND LOOK ON ENGAGEMENT THROUGH LIKES 
The second part of the content analysis was concerned with detecting possible sub-attrib-

utes with the purpose of finding common denominators within the major attributes. Clear 

differences were observed within the major attributes during the first stage of the analysis, 

which led us to the second Instagram content analysis to get a clearer picture of the causes 

of engagement. In Table 7 post-engagement is presented with assigned sub-attributes. For 

example, Leisure included close-up images of food, but also an image of the outdoor 

seating at a restaurant. Images with comparable themes or motives were grouped with 

each other, and labeled with names which were deemed appropriate with the images in 

mind. The previous two examples were named Food and Dining & Entertainment, as 

seen next to the Leisure attribute in Table 7. The names of some sub-attributes do strike 

substantial similarities with the item descriptions in Table 2, although these descriptions 

were mainly a guiding light when considering what to include in each major attribute. 

Leisure includes non-retail activities such as bars, restaurants, and other businesses not 

directly related to shopping. Thus, close-up images of food were labeled Food, rather 

than labeling it as Restaurants. 

 

By developing the attributes further, it was possible to identify what more specifically 

caused engagement. As an example, depicting the attribute Social in Table 7, the sub-

attribute Holiday Event stood out with an average of 74 “likes” per post on average while 

Market Event generated an average of 43 “likes” per post. Store Happening/Opening is 

the sub-attribute with the highest average of likes per post within Shopping. Vacant 

Spaces is the sub-attribute with the highest observed average likes per post in Ambience 

while the rest of the sub-attributes within Ambience were also popular.  

 

Table 7. Post-engagement divided into sub-attributes 

Attribute Sub-Attribute (Number of posts) 
Number 
of Likes Mean 

Utility Infrastructure (1) 72 72,0 
Shopping Store (5) 281 56,2 

 Products (15) 472 31,5 
 Store Layout (2) 105 52,5 
 Store Happening/Opening (7) 417 59,6 

Leisure Food (15) 622 41,5 
 Dining & Entertainment (1) 52 52,0 

Place History and Characteristics Nature (2) 113 56,5 
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 Architecture & Decoration (5) 368 73,6 
 Heritage (1) 26 26,0 

Living Place Business (1) 49 49,0 
 Place Quality (1) 36 36,0 

Ambience Busy Spaces (4) 369 92,3 
 Vacant Spaces (2) 302 151,0 

 Light & Feeling (2) 199 99,5 
 Weather (1) 48 48,0 

Social Market Event (17) 724 42,6 
 Non-Profit Event (3) 149 49,7 
 Holiday Event (13) 961 73,9 
 Employee Interaction (2) 74 37,0 

Familiarity - - - 

Total   5439   
 

Advertisement sub-categories, presented in Table 8, generally performed poorly, but es-

pecially compared to Social, Ambience, Place History & Characteristics, but interest-

ingly it performed poorly compared to Shopping sub-attributes as well, with the exception 

of Products as seen in Table 7. 

 

Table 8. Post-engagement divided by new findings 

New findings Sub-category (Number of posts) 
Number 
of Likes Mean 

Advertisement PR (6) 155 25,8 
 Behind the Scenes (1) 35 35,0 
 Advertisement (14) 478 34,1 
 Generic Advertisement (6) 187 31,2 
 Leisure Advertisement (5) 152 30,4 
 Store Advertisement (17) 502 29,5 

Total   1509   
 

6.2.5 ENGAGEMENT THROUGH FEELING 
In fact, several posts appeared to borrow elements from the Ambience attribute, which the 

focus groups also expressed. For example, one post placed in the Leisure attribute por-

trayed the outdoor seating of a specific restaurant, although it utilized a combination of 

nice weather and people to create a cozy atmosphere. Such posts appeared to perform 

better than others, even within any given category. A new categorization was therefore 

created during the third Instagram content analysis to explore this further. In Table 9, 

posts indicative of communicating light, mood, busyness or emptiness, and temperature 
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are presented in relation to those posts which lack these elements. Whenever there was a 

hint of feeling in an image, the observed average likes per post increased. Within Shop-

ping this was particularly visible, whenever an image lacked the elements of feeling the 

average likes per post was cut in half. In the attribute Place History and Characteristics, 

this was also apparent where feeling almost tripled the average likes per post.  

 

Table 9. Post-engagement when feeling occurs in an image by attribute 

Attribute 
Feeling/ 
No feeling 

Number 
of Posts 

Number 
of Likes Mean 

Utility Feeling - - - 
 No Feeling 1 72 72,0 

Shopping Feeling 7 471 67,3 
 No Feeling 22 804 36,5 

Leisure Feeling 1 52 52,0 
 No Feeling 15 622 41,5 

Place History and Characteristics Feeling 7 481 68,7 
 No Feeling 1 26 26,0 

Living Feeling 1 49 49,0 
 No Feeling 1 36 36,0 

Ambience  Feeling 9 918 102,0 
 No Feeling - - - 

Social Feeling 23 1466 63,7 
 No Feeling 12 442 36,8 

Familiarity Feeling - - - 
 No Feeling - - - 

Total   100 5439   
 

6.2.6 ENGAGEMENT THROUGH PEOPLE 
Respondents in the focus groups also expressed an interest in images which included 

people, and it was deemed relevant to conduct another content analysis of the Instagram 

feed with a focus on people. Posts of this kind were compared to images of no people, as 

presented in Table 10. Shopping, Leisure, and Social were the attributes where the inclu-

sion of people in the image increased the average number of likes. 
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Table 10. Post-engagement when people appear in an image by attribute 

Attribute 
People/ 
No People 

Number 
of Posts 

Number 
of Likes Mean 

Utility People 0 0 - 
 No People 1 72 72,0 

Shopping People 5 263 52,6 
 No People 24 1012 42,2 

Leisure People 1 52 52,0 
 No People 15 622 41,5 

Place History and Characteristics People 3 179 59,7 
 No People 5 328 65,6 

Living People 1 36 36,0 
 No People 1 49 49,0 

Ambience  People 4 369 92,3 
 No People 5 549 109,8 

Social People 30 1708 56,9 
 No People 5 200 40,0 

Familiarity People 0 0 - 
 No People 0 0 - 

Total   100 5439   
 

6.3 FOCUS GROUPS 
As focus group participants had to be enrolled students at Kristianstad University, and 

users of Instagram, we assumed that participants were slightly familiar with both the city 

and the social media platform. Hence, both focus groups were initially asked whether 

they considered some aspects of the Kristianstad city center to be unique. Quite unani-

mously, the square layout of the streets and city blocks caught everyone’s interest, espe-

cially when considering the old buildings in the city center. The easy access to green 

areas, such as the biosphere reserve Vattenriket, and the park Tivoliparken was also ap-

preciated among several respondents. This is noteworthy as it resembles Charlotte 

Svärd’s perception of Kristianstad’s uniqueness. Some respondents did not consider an-

ything which particularly sets Kristianstad apart from other cities, and one respondent 

argued for a lack of variety in terms of bars, clubs, and restaurants when compared to 

Malmö. On the contrary, two respondents noted the variety of cafés and trading areas. 

Most also agreed on the relatively low level of social activity during regular weekdays 

when visiting restaurants. It is also interesting to keep in mind how these responses relate 

to the respondents’ reasoning behind why certain images appeared more eye-catching 

than others. 
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6.3.1 WHY RESPONDENTS “DOUBLE TAP” 
When respondents were asked to select ten attractive images as a group out of the original 

26 presented in Appendix C, much of the discussion came to revolve around the actual 

image in terms of quality, where respondents raised concerns about color, composition, 

and contents. One group even rejected an image of the local theatre because of the image’s 

poor quality, although the group expressed that they would have included the image in 

their top ten had it been better executed, due to the theatre’s uniqueness. Were it not for 

the image quality, both groups were prone to favor images containing unique aspects of 

the Kristianstad city center, similar to how images in the attribute Place History & Char-

acteristics generally performed well as it captured the unique architecture, nature, and 

decoration of the city center. Moreover, both groups quickly addressed whether there 

were people or not in the images, and the former tended to be favored. Even though it 

was recognized that a city cannot be run on frequent and recurring events, pictures of 

people provided the groups with a sense of a social atmosphere, a lively city center, and 

a perception of the potential Kristianstad mentality. A summary of the motives behind 

both groups’ inclinations to favor an image is presented in Table 11.  

 

Table 11. Summary of motives behind “double-tapping” 

Motive (Frequency) Quote 
Composition (7) Yes, [the façades] frame it nicely 
 The image is shot with… this person walks with the group 
Aesthetic (6) Because [farmers market] still catches the eye 
Quality (4) So, it looks like it is taken with a really good camera 
 It sounds ridiculous that we discuss image quality, but somehow I think it 

makes a significant difference when you deal with this kind of media 

Color (1) Most pictures were quite monochromatic, so [pink Easter egg] stood out 
Message (4) Yes, the content and all of that is really important. Because it is a big part 

of Kristianstad 

Information (7) What is going on right now, so you really get a small news flash 

 Maybe the image could be something like this [Christmas market] and de-
liver some kind of feeling, while the text could be informative 

Weather (4) So, this one [open-air restaurant] really makes a difference because of the 
nice weather 

People in motion (13) Criterion, we like it if there are a lot of people. Here is only 2 people, so 
we will like another one 

 It’s fun when you include the consumers [in the pictures] 

Activities (10) Yes, because here it is shown that something is happening in Kristianstad. 
So, a picture of it is displayed. I actually think that is really good 



 Persson & Westergren 

 45 

 If you take good pictures when something happens, it will automatically 
rank higher 

Social recognition (5) I think there is a lot of [pictures] with people that they might know  
 As they frequently post images, you also get the everyday aspects, not just 

events  
Values (4) But it also shows that the city cares 
Engagement (3) Considerable engagement, in some way 
Place recognition (10) It feels like we keep getting back to this, but you should be able to recog-

nize that it is from here, or at least a clear connection 
 I think I have to recognize it… because that is what made me think how 

the Googled images do not give you very much 
Place characteristics (22) Yes, they are very unique to Kristianstad, at least many of them 
 Same thing here with the handball team, because when you see the orange 

jerseys… you know it’s Kristianstad 
Feeling (7) Something that is very pretty, and evokes some kind of feeling 
Fairytale-like (2) It looks like something out of a fairytale 
Pretty (5) It looks very pretty 
Fun (4) A picture of a bunny, because I thought it looked funny 
Cozy (3) Consequently, it looks really cozy 
Pleasant (9) Yes, it is very pleasant 
 It is really pleasant, I want to be in the forest when I see it 
Cool (9) I thought that was really cool 
 It’s a cool building, and it’s a cool area 

 

The top ten rankings of both groups are presented in Appendix D and E. Although the 

groups chose the same image in seven out of the ten instances, and ranked them differ-

ently, the reasoning behind most pictures was similar. For example, image 10 in Appendix 

D and image 10 in Appendix E are different, but they were both chosen due to their rich 

information, but every respondent agreed on how boring the images were. It was a bal-

ancing act when trying to decide whether the information provided in the picture and text 

was more important than a quality picture as expressed by one respondent: “We want to 

see it like this [referring to a picture from a Christmas market], but we want that infor-

mation [referring to a collage of images about event information]”. 
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Image 10 in Appendix D Image 10 in Appendix E 

 

Image 8 in Appendix D and image 8 in Appendix E are also different. However, both were 

chosen for capturing the unique façades of the city. Apart from these main differences, 

many of the other images adhered to the reasoning presented in Table 11. 

 

   
Image 8 in Appendix D Image 8 in Appendix E 

 

When the image met the respondents’ criteria of the image being social, unique, and of 

good quality, they were likely to express positive reactions. Respondents felt allured to 

be in Kristianstad to experience the events and atmosphere, because the image was con-

sidered tempting and activating, as seen in Table 12. 

 

Table 12. Summary of what reactions the images and Instagram feed evokes 

Reactions to images Quote 
Alluring It is kind of alluring, actually 
Activating These [pictures] activates you in a way, you want to do something 
 If I had seen that, I would have wanted to visit the Christmas market, I 

would have wanted to see the couch, I would have wanted to see this event 
because there were so many people  
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6.3.2 WHY RESPONDENTS DO NOT “DOUBLE TAP” 
On the flip side of the coin, both groups addressed images which were considered generic, 

boring, unclear, and simply bad. As seen in Table 13, it was oftentimes due to the re-

spondents being unable to identify where and when the pictures had been taken, which in 

turn could be a consequence of generic, or even Googled, images. The absence of people 

was often brought up as well, as it made respondents think of the city as uneventful and 

empty. Apart from this, bad filters, odd image balance, unjust compositions and timing, 

were among the mentioned reasons for respondents to reject certain images. Conse-

quently, respondents were less inclined to follow the Instagram account, and expressed 

feelings of dullness.  

 

Table 13. Summary of reasons not to “double-tap” 

Motive (Frequency) Quote 
Advertisement (8) At the same time, I get the feeling of an advertisement 
 When there even are advertisements on Instagram you might log onto 

Instagram and mistake this for an ad  
Unclear message (9) It doesn't really tell you much, but it is considerate 
Lack of place identification (7) This is not Kristianstad 
 The nature and surrounding areas of the city center are pretty absent 
Lack of social identification (13) These images do not signal a lively city, on a daily basis 
 Here are images trying to portray social interaction, but these im-

ages fail to capture it 
Inconsistent (6) It's a bit messy 
Lack of color (5) You notice right away, these are a bit cold, a bit impersonal 
Bad composition (13) There's something about the balance that bugs me 
Bad timing (4) You could have taken it another day 
Bad image quality (7) It feels like they used a weird filter, not used anywhere else [in the 

feed] 
Bad content (4) I think it is a bit weird, it is a sports picture, but no one looks partic-

ularly happy 
Generic (15) It feels as if someone just took a picture from Google 
 It’s not particularly unique, I mean, most people eat regardless of the 

city 
Boring (18) The weather was lovely that day, but it looks extremely boring on the 

actual image 
 The image is good because it’s informative, but it’s pretty boring as 

well 
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7 DISCUSSION 
 

 

Four findings emerged which are notably interesting in relation to the research question 

of how engagement can be stimulated through communication of specific city center at-

tributes, and are hereafter presented.  

 

Firstly, a post which radiates the values and engagement of city inhabitants, or posts about 

any of the city’s different events, were success stories. Perhaps this is a case in point for 

the common saying people make the place. Both focus groups quickly identified pictures 

with or without people, and the latter was generally of little interest to the focus groups. 

Although one respondent commented on the lack of regular Saturday hangouts, images 

including people allowed respondents to feel a sense of allurement or belonging. These 

results were evident in the Instagram content analysis as well, as the Social attribute per-

formed well when compared to other attributes as defined by “likes”. When people were 

included in the images, the Social, Shopping, and Leisure attributes received a greater 

average number of “likes” on Instagram. Zenker (2011) notes that intangible elements, 

such as values of residents or place emotions, are hard to measure, but it is nevertheless 

crucial for the place image. When considering the case of the focus groups, some of the 

social intangible attributes were unambiguously depicted to respondents as the groups 

quickly addressed the social attributes. According to Huertas and Marine-Roig (2016), 

focus is more often than not placed on tangible attributes, rather than intangible and more 

emotional elements.  

 

Secondly, Instagram posts on Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram which portrayed 

attributes or characteristics unique to the city generally garnered positive reactions in the 

focus groups. Uniqueness also contributed to a higher number of likes, as it mediated the 

distinguishing characteristics of the city. For example, Place History and Characteristics 

did depict some of the city architecture, streets, and decorations, even if no landmark 

buildings were explicitly portrayed, such as the theatre or the Trinity Church. Images of 

unique attributes enable those familiar with the city to identify themselves with the place, 

or they enable those unfamiliar with the city to build an image of the city. Focus group 

respondents were often prone to point out the lack of identification with certain images, 
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because they were unable to see where and when certain pictures had been taken, some-

times due to the picture being too zoomed in. On the contrary, they were also quick to 

favor images where it was possible to place the image somewhere geographically or in a 

context. The groups also chose several of their top 10 images with uniqueness as a deter-

mining factor. Similarly, the Instagram content analysis indicates better engagement 

within categories such as Place History and Characteristics, and Social as these include 

images of unique buildings, streets, or events. Our findings correspond to those of Huertas 

and Marine-Roig (2016) who concluded that communication of themes and attributes 

highly unique to the place tend to cause a greater number of reactions, rather than generic 

imagery. However, Huertas and Marine-Roig defined a destination specific context, alt-

hough we do not consider the destination separable from the place. Teller and Elms (2010; 

2012) did not study place attributes in the context of social media communication, but 

found retail and atmosphere to be the most vital influencers of city center attractiveness, 

although the latter is the only attribute which can effectively be influenced by place mar-

keters in joint coordination with other stakeholders. De Nisco et al. (2008) also attributed 

importance to the retail and culture (which we partly include in the Social attribute) at-

tributes. The importance of retail should not be neglected by any means, but in terms of 

communicating the place, retail alone tells you little about what is unique about a place. 

 

Thirdly, the focus groups seemed reluctant to following Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s In-

stagram account, especially due to the frequent occurrence of ads or at least ad-like strains 

in the Instagram feed. The Instagram content analysis supports this interpretation, in 

which ad-like posts undoubtedly performed poorly compared to less ad-like posts. On the 

other hand, as previously mentioned, the information sometimes provided in these adver-

tisements were appreciated for its enlightening value. However, Hays et al. (2013) found 

that some organizations join social media networks, for example Facebook, simply to 

advertise via an additional medium, thus dismissing the interactive potential of these so-

cial media networks. Hipperson (2010) underlines the importance of recognizing the two-

way communication potential provided by social media to embrace consumer input and 

participation in the creation of a place brand image, which is not facilitated by plain ad-

vertising. On this note, the benefit for organizations to use user-generated content has 

also been acknowledged in previous research due to its trustworthiness, as it invites place 

users to become active participants in the brand dialogue which consequently could 



 Persson & Westergren 

 50 

strengthen the brand image. As a result, our findings should be a clear indicator of the 

uselessness of plain advertising on Instagram in the eyes of young place users. 

 

Lastly, the impact of using quality imagery on Instagram seems evident when considering 

the results from the focus groups. Both groups were fast to either accept or reject an im-

age, with quality being a fundamental criterion. Ideas about color, composition, content, 

and timing were all hot topics for discussion throughout the group interviews. When con-

sidering feeling as a part of the quality criterion, feeling was also evident in the Instagram 

analysis. However, this was not part of our theoretical background as it was not consid-

ered an essential factor, but if the quality of the image garnered heavy attention, then it 

could either aid consumers’ place image constructs or be detrimental to them within the 

frames of Instagram as a marketing tool. 

 

When images of unique characteristics, social aspects, high quality, or any combination 

of these, are communicated, then consumers are more prone to react to the Instagram 

post, or engage by liking it. Focus groups respondents either expressed how they felt 

allured, activated, or interested to be in certain places or partake in different festivities, 

or they expressed how the images were perceived as pretty, fairytale-like, cool, or fun. 

Previous research shows how engaged consumers, indeed, are more likely to express pos-

itive feelings and attitudes towards the brand (Brodie, Ilic, Juric, & Hollebeek, 2011a), or 

the place in this scenario. Moreover, if reactions and likes are considered consumer en-

gagement on social media (Lim, Chung, & Weaver, 2012) as consumers actively need to 

partake in the published content for it to be considered engaging (Jung & Butler, 2000), 

then the reactions by focus group respondents and Instagram “likes” are indicative of 

engaging content. Following this discussion, a model for the three factors of engagement 

on the place brand’s Instagram account is presented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Three causes of engagement  

 

 

QUALITY IMAGERY 

PLACE COMMUNITY PLACE UNIQUENESS 

COMPOSITION 

AESTHETIC 

QUALITY 
COLOR 

MESSAGE 

INFORMATION 

PEOPLE IN MOTION 

ACTIVITIES 

SOCIAL RECOGNITION 

VALUES 

ENGAGEMENT 

PLACE RECOGNITION 

PLACE CHARACTERISTICS 

HISTORY 



 Persson & Westergren 

 52 

 

8 CONCLUSION 
 

 

Chapter 8 starts with a summary of the thesis to draw conclusions about how engagement 

can be stimulated on social media through communication of specific city center attrib-

utes. Moreover, this chapter also presents managerial implications of the study that can 

aid place brand marketers on what to direct their energy towards when communicating 

the place brand. Lastly, Chapter 8 concludes with methodological contributions, theoret-

ical contributions, a critical review and suggestions for future research. 

 

8.1 SUMMARY OF THE THESIS 
This thesis investigated how engagement can be stimulated through communication of 

specific city center attributes. Consequently, we shed light on essential city center attrib-

utes in social media communication from a place user’s perspective in the context of a 

town center management initiative in a small to medium sized Swedish city center, spe-

cifically Handelsstaden Kristianstad. An interview with Charlotte Svärd, the COO of 

Handelsstaden Kristianstad, allowed a deeper insight into the pragmatic significance of 

the research question. Through a qualitative approach, engagement was considered the 

aim of social media use. Engagement was conceptualized as “likes” on the social media 

platform Instagram, and further investigated through a content analysis of the Instagram 

feed of Handelsstaden Kristianstad. With an abductive approach, the content analysis of 

Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram feed was conducted a total of four times. Previ-

ous research laid the foundation for an analytical model to support the content analysis, 

while other patterns were welcomed throughout the process. Moreover, two focus groups 

were conducted to add an additional dimension to the motives behind why you would 

“double tap” an image on a place brand’s Instagram account. The communication of at-

tributes including Social, reflecting place inhabitants and events; Place History and Char-

acteristics, reflecting the city heritage, architecture, decoration, and the unique environ-

ment; Ambience, reflecting intangible elements such as light, temperature, mood, olfac-

tory, and busyness, appeared to garner the most positive reactions both in the Instagram 

content analysis and the focus group interviews. Furthermore, any communicated visuals 

had to be of good quality, and preferably communicate a feeling which triggered emo-
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tional responses from focus group respondents. Images were found which did not com-

municate anything in particular about the Kristianstad city center; hence, these images 

did neither fit the original attribute framework. Advertisement was one such finding, and 

it did not cause considerable engagement. As expressed by Robert Govers (2013) in a 

Place Branding and Public Diplomacy editorial, a place marketer must focus on the com-

munication of unique characteristics of a place. When place branding fails to engage, and 

activate place users, the place is no more than a logo or a slogan, according to a Forbes 

article by Salzman (2016). Perhaps the need for engaged place users is an indication of 

how engaging Instagram content can contribute to the image of an attractive and lively 

city center.  

 

8.2 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 
Through the concrete case of Handelsstaden Kristianstad, this thesis contributes with new 

insights into Town Center Management initiatives. Although a city center brand is com-

posed of a handful of attributes and stakeholders affecting the overall place image, some 

of these attributes appear more crucial to communicate than others. With the help of the 

analytical framework presented in Chapter 3 (Table 2) which presents the constituent 

attributes of a city center, we were able to highlight specific city center attributes which 

stimulate engagement among place users.  

 

Future focus should consider the role of people in any published Instagram images. It 

may not be feasible to run a city entirely on events, but images could also include regular 

hangouts, personnel interaction, or even resident interaction, as such images do create 

engagement. Energy should also be directed towards the communication of place unique 

attributes such as landmark buildings and unique architecture, Kristianstad’s handball 

team, or specific events such as the Pride-festival. However, our focus groups also im-

plied how well-composed images were important to catch their attention on Instagram. 

Consequently, any published content on Instagram has to be of good quality, unique, or 

indicative of social activities in regards to communicated city center attributes if engage-

ment is desired. These contributing factors made focus group respondents feel allured to 

visit the Kristianstad city center, and it spurred an increased number of likes. The opposite 

reactions were observed when Handelsstaden Kristianstad communicated plain advertise-
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ments of any kind. These findings indicate how place marketers should consider a con-

sumer perspective, rather than a traditionally promotional and sales-driven approach 

(Capik, 2006).  

 

Although these findings are connected to the single case of the Town Center Management 

initiative of Handelsstaden Kristianstad, the results may be somewhat transferable to aid 

place marketers of other small to medium sized cities in Sweden. 

 

8.3 METHODOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 
When we explored secondary communication of a place (Kavaratzis, 2004), within the 

realm of social media, a combination of a document study of social media and focus group 

interviews appeared beneficial to gain a holistic perspective on the motives behind en-

gagement on a place brand’s social media feed. Although this thesis focuses on a single 

case, it becomes holistic as the sender’s intentions, the sender’s message, and the re-

ceiver’s interpretation are studied at the same time. By researching all three parts simul-

taneously, one might find potential patterns that would otherwise remain unknown. An 

abductive approach enabled us to continuously reconsider and reevaluate the Instagram 

content analysis, especially when new ideas were brought up in the focus groups. The 

Instagram content analysis was useful to explore patterns and “likes”, but also to select 

appropriate images for the focus group discussions. Images were a helpful tool in these 

group discussions, since they brought forward a richer conversation about the images, 

where the conversation itself became a clear indicator of motives behind “double tap-

ping”. Unbeknownst to us, a similar combination of methods has not been implemented 

in previous research within the field of neither place branding nor place branding efforts 

in social media.  

 

8.4 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 
From a theoretical perspective, this study mainly adds two insights into the field of place 

branding efforts, but more specifically, city center branding efforts. We sought to find 

explanations on how to stimulate engagement on social media through communication of 

specific city center attributes. It was partly done due to the consequences city centers face 

as a result of out-of-town retail developments, but also due to some place managers’ lack 

of knowledge on how to utilize social media effectively in marketing activities.   
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Firstly, Zenker (2011) suggested future qualitative research about place brands, along 

with Hanna and Rowley (2016) who suggested research on how to stimulate engagement 

on social media. The findings of this thesis provide new ideas about the city center con-

ceptualization from a communicative viewpoint. Even though city center attributes vary 

in importance to the place user depending on the context investigated, this study aids the 

understanding of attractive city center attributes through engagement and motives behind 

“double tapping” an image on Instagram. According to Capik (2006), a place image must 

be the product of an evaluation of the place offering. With this in mind, dimensions re-

lating to the place history and characteristics, the place community, and the place feeling 

seem important to communicate. Since Hart (2013) suggested further incorporation of 

retail attributes to provide a more encompassing city center conceptualization, this thesis 

also proposes and tests a new framework to capture the various aspects of the city center. 

The testing of our conceptualization further illustrates attributes worthy of attention in 

city center marketing (Teller & Elms, 2012).  

 

Secondly, the findings add insight into the effect of advertisements on social media and 

city center communication. When communicating a city center, advertisements were 

found to disrupt any efforts to present a unique and coherent city center. Perhaps this is 

an indication of how traditional advertisements conflict with the two-way interactive po-

tential of social media (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Advertisements could be viewed as 

generic and inexpressive about the city center, while unique characteristics are found to 

be more telling of the place in question (Huertas & Marine-Roig, 2016). As unique char-

acteristics of the city were found to be more engaging, then social media could indeed be 

a means of creating a meaningful and engaging brand, for instance a place (cf. Cleave, 

Arku, Sadler, & Kyeremeh, 2016). 

 

8.5 CRIT ICAL REVIEW AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
Although the research question is of relevance to other Town Center Management initia-

tives, only one city center was investigated. In future studies, it would be of interest to 

apply a similar research approach in the case of city centers comparable in size to Kris-

tianstad, with the purpose of investigating how transferable the findings are of this study. 

On the same note, the relatively small sample of images used for the Instagram content 

analysis could be deemed unjust as some attributes included less images than others. 
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Hence, it would be of interest to include social media accounts with a greater number of 

posts in future research. Furthermore, the respondents in both focus groups were all stu-

dents in their early 20s, which calls for a larger sample of place users in future studies to 

capture the opinions of other demographics. Adding to this, a total of only ten individuals 

participated in the focus groups. With some caution, we do consider theoretical saturation 

as both focus groups expressed similar opinions, but in different terms (Krueger, 1994). 

Additional focus groups from the same demographic would have been advantageous to 

support or disprove common opinions within the specific demographics. Lastly, the oc-

currence of user generated content and directly interactive posts in this study was rare, 

but nevertheless it would be interesting to further investigate how posts of this kind affect 

engagement, due to the interactive capabilities of Instagram.  
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APPENDIX A – INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

 

BACKGROUND 
1. Why was Handelsstaden Kristianstad founded?  
2. Has Handelsstaden Kristianstad always worked towards the same purpose? 

 

ATTRIBUTES 
1. If the city center is viewed as a composition of components, e.g. retail, restaurants, 

events, social environments, etc., what does your image of Kristianstad city center 
look like?  

a. How did you build this perception of the city image? 
2. Is there a strategy regarding how the city’s different characteristics are to be high-

lighted on Instagram? If yes, how? 
 

SOCIAL MEDIA 
1. Who is behind the Instagram feed? 

a. How do you cooperate with different stakeholders/work groups with re-
gards to Instagram? 

2. Do you have any previous experience of professionally managing a social media 
account? 

3. Why do you think the Instagram account was launched?  
a. Has the Instagram strategy gone through any changes, or is it unchanged 

since it was first started? 
4. What are the objectives of Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram account? 
5. Has social media changed the marketing efforts of mediating the image of Han-

delsstaden Kristianstad? If yes, how? 
6. What do you choose to publish on your Instagram? In other words, what do you 

think is suitable in your Instagram feed?  
 

ENGAGEMENT 
1. Widely, who do you think is the typical follower of the account? 
2. Is anything systematically tracked or recorded on your Instagram account, or your 

social media channels in general? 
3. Have you experienced any effect on marketing efforts from the use of social me-

dia? 
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APPENDIX B – FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

 
FORMALITIES 

- 4th of May 2017 
- The interview will be both audio and video recorded, however, the material will 

only be available to us and our supervisor, you will also remain anonymous.  
- Feel free to think out loud during the session, and discuss like a group, but 

please let each and every one finish their sentences 
 

 
BACKGROUND 

2. Are there any images you clearly recall from when you glanced through the In-
stagram feed? 

3. One by one: can you tell us where you live today, and your connection to Kris-
tianstad? 

a. How often do you visit the city center of Kristianstad? 
b. For what reason do you typically visit it?  
c. What Swedish city center would you say is your favorite?  

4. Can you pinpoint what is unique or special about Kristianstad? 
 
ATTRIBUTES 

2. Here you have about 30 pictures in front of you, with accompanying text, and 
we want you to discuss these. During this discussion, you are also supposed to 
choose 10 pictures that you favor.  

a. Follow-up: Are there any pictures you find completely uninteresting? 
Why? 

3. Now we want you to rank the ten chosen pictures from the least to the most in-
teresting.  

a. When finished: Why do you find this interesting? 
4. We will now present 20 pictures in a collage instead. These pictures are those 

which received the most “likes” on Handelsstaden Kristianstad’s Instagram ac-
count, since August 2016. Why do you think these images received the most 
“likes”? 

5.   

 
ENGAGEMENT 

1. What would make you “like” an image on their Instagram feed?  
a. If you were to “like” an image: what matters the most? Picture, text, or 

maybe your relation to the person behind the feed?  
b. How does the “news value” of the communicated message affect 

whether you “like” or not? For example, the opening of the new “Jeans-
Bolaget” in Kristianstad, is this more interesting than communication of 
existing stores? 

c. Does it matter if the picture is professional in terms of photography or 
composition for you to “like” something? 

2. How does it affect you to have been exposed to this Instagram feed? (For exam-
ple, received useful information, a wide and representative image of the city 
center of Kristianstad, or do you feel inspired to head downtown for some shop-
ping, dining, or hang-out, etc.) 
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APPENDIX C – FOCUS GROUP POSTS 
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APPENDIX D – FOCUS GROUP 1 RATING 
 

 
1) Ambience 2) Social 3) Social 

   
 
4) Social 5) Ambience 6) Leisure 

   
 
7) History and place characteristics 8) History and place characteristics 9) History and place characteristics 

   
 
10) Leisure 
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APPENDIX E – FOCUS GROUP 2 RATING 
 

 

1) Leisure 2) History and place characteristics 3) Ambience 

   
 
4) Ambience 5) Social 6) Social 

   
 
7) Social 8) Living 9) Social 

   
 
10) Utility 

 
 


