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Útdráttur 
Markmið rannsóknarinnar er að kanna og skilgreina möguleg áhrif sem aukin 
samfélagsmiðlanotkun hefur haft á áhorf ferðamanna á ferðamannastöðum, þá sérstaklega í 
tengslum við iðkun, neyslu og sjálfið. Horft verður sérstaklega til Hallgrímskirkju, Sólfarsins 
og Bláa Lónsins og hvernig áhorf og iðkun ferðamanna í tengslum við ljósmyndun mótast 
út frá samfélagsmiðlum, einkum Instagram, vegna áherslu þess á myndrænt efni. Etnógrafía 
var gerð þar sem áhersla var lögð á sjónrænar aðferðir í þátttakanda athugun á athöfnum 
ferðamannana á völdum áfangastöðunum. Kerfisbundin greining var gerð á myndum sem  
deilt var á Instagram sem og tengdar (taggaðar) við staðina annars vegar og hins vegar á 
þeim könnunum sem gerðar voru  á vettvangi. Ályktað var að samfélagsmiðlar og aukin 
tækni hefur haft áhrif á iðkun og áhorf ferðamenn, sérstaklega með það í huga að ná mynd 
sem þau telja að þau geti deilt með öðrum. 

Lykilorð: áhorf, iðkun, sjálfið, samfélagsmiðlar, ljósmyndun, neysla, etnografía, sjónrænar 
aðferðir 

 

 

 

Abstract 
The goal of this paper is to elucidate and define the possible effects that increased social 
media usage by travelers have had on the tourist gaze, as well as their performance and their 
selves. Tourist destinations in and around Reykjavík will be used as research sites for 
observation: the cathedral Hallgrímskirkja, the sculpture Sun Voyager and the Blue Lagoon. 
Photos which tag these locations on Instagram, a visually orientated social media platform, 
were analyzed, where observations gathered from these photos were kept in mind and 
compared to the actual performance of tourists at the same locations. During analysis, a 
conclusion was reached that social-media use has indeed effected the tourist gaze and 
performance, both based on the observations made during the research and on previously 
existing theories having to do with the tourist gaze, the self, consumption, and performance. 
As they seem to focus both their gaze and performance with the goal in mind of taking the 
perfect photo to share with others. 

Key words: the tourist gaze, performance, the self, social media, photography, consumption, 
ethnography, visual methods
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1 Introduction 
It is undeniable that modern life is characterized by the hypermobility which has followed 
increased globalization. Quintessential characteristics of modern mobility are: Increased 
travel, improved internet access, as well as advanced technology. Advanced technology has 
yielded the smartphone age, and with it, people are able to conduct nearly all parts of their 
lives through their mobile device if they so choose. One such feature is the increased use of 
social media. Social media has increased modern mobility even further, as people are now 
able to actively cultivate a self-directed online identity and visually consume the identity of 
others regardless of physical distance. Social media has become more prominent throughout 
society, not only for personal use but also for various other applications, from marketing to 
information sharing. Due to social media’s presence in so many parts of our lives, it is not 
surprising that many people maintain it may very well be influencing our travels in various 
forms. 

Notably, visitors to  Iceland, more than half (53,6%) are between the ages of fifteen and 
thirty-four according to the Icelandic Tourist Board (2018), which coincidentally are also 
the age group most likely to routinely use Instagram, one of the most popular social media 
platforms today (Chaffey, 2018; Statista, 2018). It can thus be safe to assume that a large 
portion of travelers in Iceland are active on social media and this activity may possibly be a 
factor which influences their behavior. As a matter of fact, in a survey conducted between 
2015 and 2016, tourists who visited Iceland were asked where the idea to travel to Iceland 
originated, twenty-four percent claimed social media was their main inspiration for the visit 
(Icelandic Tourist Board, 2017, p.17). Similarly, in another report which addressed travel in 
Iceland in 2017, the Icelandic Tourist Board (i. Ferðamálastofa), compiled information on 
how travelers plan their trips, both before and after their arrival in the country. Of those 
asked, 10,6% named Instagram specifically as a factor used in their planning process 
(Ferðamálastofa, 2018, p. 19). It is evident that social media has become a major source of 
information for people when choosing where, why and how they travel. So, it’s very possible 
that social media also inspires how they gaze, consume and perform while at their 
destination. 

The theoretical framework that the research is built upon will be introduced, the main of 
which are the tourist gaze, performance, consumption and the self. First, the theory which is 
the foundation on which the research is built, John Urry’s (1990) ‘the tourist gaze’ and 
theories which have built upon it will be outlined. Particular emphasis will be put on 
performance theory which will be expressly defined and connected with the gaze, as well as 
defining arguments which assert that tourist photography is a performance and not a 
mindless act. In continuation of that, the consumptive nature of photography and social 
media will be explored. After which it will be argued that the nature of travel photography 
on social media is inherently an attempt to build up the individual’s self.  

The main goal of the study is to observe whether and then how increased social media use 
of the modern tourist has influenced his gaze. Additionally, observations will be made 
concerning how possible changes to that gaze has changed the tourist’s performance, 
especially in relation to photography. Consideration will also be made to the connection of 
the tourist self and social-media use, as well as consumption. 
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The main thesis questions for the study is thus: 

• Has social-media affected the behavior of tourists and their performance at tourist 
destinations? 

• If present, how have the effects of increased social media use changed tourist 
consumption through performance, gazing, and their self-image? 

Participation observation will take place in three popular tourist sites in, or close to, the 
capital region: Hallgrímskirkja, the Sun Voyager and the Blue Lagoon. Observations will 
focus on tourist behavior in accordance with a connection of gaze and behavior with social-
media use. These three places were chosen for different reasons. Hallgrímskirkja for its 
architectural importance and its significance as the center of Reykjavík, the Sun Voyager 
because of its characteristic as a site only visited by tourists and finally the Blue Lagoon, as 
it is inarguably the most famous and popular tourist destination in Iceland.  

Once the theoretical framework has been carefully defined, the methodology will be 
discussed. The overall format of the research which is a qualitative, observational 
ethnography will be outlined in detail. The research was however split into two distinct 
ethnographic approaches, a traditional participant observation, on one hand, and  
netnography, on the other, which is a new form on ethnography which is based online. 
Included in the methodology will be short outlines of the characteristics of the research 
locations, as well the execution of both the data collection and analysis.  Next, the results of 
the research itself will be presented, along with observations, photos and notes that were 
made and taken during the research. Finally, the research questions will be covered in the 
discussion part as well as dialogue on what the results mean. Finally, possible future research 
routes will be proposed. 
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2 Theoretical framework 

2.1 The Tourist Gaze 
It is impossible to analyze the touristic behavior, without taking into consideration John 
Urry’s (1990) theory about the tourist gaze. His theory was that the tourist gaze, which 
dictates how we look at things and what we choose to observe, is socially constructed and 
influenced by both society and a variety of media outlets (Urry, 1990; Larsen & Urry, 2011).  

Urry’s theory states that while tourists both actively and passively consume tourism images 
at home through various media outlets, they also seek to recapture the same scenes for 
themselves and replicate previously seen images through their own personal photography 
(Urry, 1990; Larsen & Urry, 2011; Caton & Almeida Santos, 2008). Through these various 
media’s, ‘illusion which provide the tourist with the basis for selecting and evaluating 
potential places to visit’ are created (Urry, 1990, p. 7). In essence our pre-formed ideas about 
what places look like and even how they feel is based upon images which are intentionally 
fed to us through outlets like television, travel brochures, computer ad’s and magazine 
photos, to name a few. This process is what is referred to as a hermeneutic circle. To put into 
plain words, hermeneutic circle is a term which refers to when a text (or in this case 
photograph), is produced and then read (or viewed), the consumer proceeds to nearly 
perfectly replicate the product themselves. Urry’s (1990) interpretation of the hermeneutic 
circle assumes that tourist photography is purely a non-creative exercise, as it presumes that 
each photograph produced is a mere mindless replication of an older photograph. His 
interpretation asserts that tourist photography is merely replications of photos which tourists 
have witnessed in various medias.  

Modern life has essentially become oversaturated by media images to which we are 
subjugated, whether we choose to observe them or not. However, in certain aspects we are 
able to select (up to a point) what we view on social media by carefully selecting whose 
profiles we choose to follow, and what hashtags we search. In many ways, tourists in modern 
life have become somewhat numb to all the advertising which is aimed at them by traditional 
media and it is possible to conclude that they are now more likely to give added weight to 
information acquire on social media (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010; Nicoletta & Servidio, 2012). 
Some research has even shown evidence of tourists using various types of social media sites 
to help aid them in their choice of destination (Pietro, Virgilio & Pantano, 2012). 

Urry (1990) further discusses how corporeal markers, such as signs, have been constructed 
at many well-known tourist sites in order to steer the tourists gaze directly, suggesting to 
them what is worth looking at. As gazing and photography have become deeply intertwined 
practices, tourists are now able to create their own markers and steer future travelers (Caton 
& Almeida Santos, 2008). Social media can now take part in constructing imagined markers, 
where tourists are given suggestion of what to look at and from where, just as traditional 
media once did, and still does to a point (Urry, 1990). These markers may very well be built 
on signs they have seen in other photographs, which are physically present or imagined, 
whether that be in traditional media outlets like travel brochures, magazines and on 
television. However, they do change how they view the sites ever so slightly making it in a 
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small way their own (Caton & Almeida Santos, 2008). Tourists attempt to make places and 
experiences their own even if they are ultimately a replica, by taking the photo slightly 
differently, shifting their pose somewhat or, now that they have social media, by editing their 
photos differently or using a different filter than in the photo which they are ‘replicating’ 
(Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Haldrup & Larsen, 2003). 

MacCannell (2001) draws attention to how Urry fails to recognize that there are also some 
things that are hidden from the tourist gaze and draws forth that tourists are aware that not 
everything is exactly as they appear to be at first glance. It is however possible to question 
this facet of MacCannell’s theory. Other scholars than Urry have also shown that tourists are 
prone to disappointments when a destination is not as they had expected due to the 
information, mainly photos they consumed before travelling to that destination (de Botton, 
2002; Naradajavana et al., 2016). In one facet, MacCannell is correct, both destinations and 
the photographs depicting them, are to some degree, staged as to appeal to those who 
consume them, just as any product is. How aware the tourists are of the staging is however 
up for debate, as well as how important it actually is to them that these places are completely 
authentic (MacCannell, 2001). 

Just as tourism has evolved in the last few years, people’s experience of their travels also 
has evolved. When Urry (1990) first proposed his theory, he explained the importance of the 
media as social constructors of the tourist gaze. Media outlets have only multiplied since, 
and advances in technology, especially communication and social media, have created an 
environment overflowing both with information and excessive mobility (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 
2016). Indeed, anyone with an internet connection and a phone has constant connectivity to 
anywhere in the world, through mail, social media and websites, which they can peruse at 
their pace and leisure. Everyone, including tourists have the option to instantly share and 
consume new material with as much frequency and urgency as they feel necessary. This 
debatable overflow of information and content has become even more important to tourists 
than information given by what was formerly deemed reputable sites. In fact, recent studies 
have shown that while tourists do still react to mainstream medias’ depictions of travel 
destinations, they are more excited and interested by the photos which are shared by what 
they deem to be other‚ normal travelers (Nicoletta & Servidio, 2012). Of course, the photos 
shared are more often than not, carefully curated, selected and then even edited so they are 
shown to depict the exact image that the photographer wished to show and share. There is 
an issue though, as more and more individuals become an influencing force upon others, 
they are actively creating and sharing social media content which will affect the tourist gaze 
of other potential visitors, as per Urry‘s (1990) original theory. 

Travel has long been seen as a complicated network, and with modern days mobility on 
social media networks, its parameters have been complicated even further. The use of social 
media has caused travelers to not only be consumers of travel photography, but also actors 
and narrators of travel photography on social media when they actively share their 
experiences, which has effectively caused social media to become a shaping agent of the 
tourist gaze (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016). Furthermore, new trends in travel photography have 
been fostered by the emergence of social media. A staple on social media platforms is the‚ 
‘selfie’, a self-steered photograph where a person turns the camera upon himself and frames 
oneself as the main subject of the photo (Lyu, 2016). It is possible to say that‚ ‘selfies are 
one way of touristic looking enabled and constrained by social media’ however this suggests 
that the tourist gaze has become even more self-directed than it once was, now that there is 
more freedom to share one’s personal view (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016, p. 129). 
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2.2 Tourist performance 
An issue with Urry’s (1990) theory is that it portrays the tourist as a passive actor in his 
travels, mindlessly manipulated by outside forces, mainly by televised, print and online 
media, constantly consuming that which is displayed to them and unconsciously replicating 
previously viewed images in their own experiences. This process is represented in Urry’s 
(1990) interpretation of the hermeneutic circle. Much criticism of the theory pertains to the 
fact that it reduces the touristic experience to mere mindless sight and does not give any 
weight to the different senses and bodily experiences which are connected to it (Perkins & 
Thorns, 2001; Haldrup & Larsen, 2003; Larsen 2005; Larsen & Urry, 2011).  

Perkins and Thorns (2001) countered this by suggesting that the activities of tourists should 
be considered as a performance, which is not just made up of gazing, but of physical, 
intellectual and cognitive activities as well. Tourist photography should therefore be seen as 
an active and thoughtful process which demands some creativity and physical movement 
from the tourist (Perkins & Thorns, 2001; Larsen, 2005). Additionally, Jenkins (2003) 
argued that tourist gazing, and photography is not just a consumption, but a process of 
production where tourists aim to reproduce photos that they have seen elsewhere by 
performing certain acts and poses to exhibit a desired effect (Haldrup & Larsen, 2003).  

Canton and Almeida Santos (2008) did argue that there has not been enough time spent 
researching the second half of what Urry spoke about as the hermeneutic circle in relation to 
tourist photography. The hermeneutic circle suggests to tourists what is out there and is 
extraordinary and encourages them to go and capture it for themselves (Lo & McKercher, 
2015). In turn, individuals complete the hermeneutic circle by slightly changing the results 
of a practice when they replicate it, in this case, tourists who aim to replicate a photo which 
they have seen elsewhere, resulting in a slightly different photo, and so on (Urry, 1990; 
Canton & Almeida Santos, 2008). Photography is a practice which is actively performed and 
shared by the tourist with others, this connects the second half of the hermeneutic circle with 
the first as these photos which have been actively created (whether they are precise 
replications or, as they most often are, slightly different) are in turn consumed by other 
potential tourists (Canton & Almeida Santos, 2008; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Nicoletta & 
Servidio, 2012).  

Each person which observes the shared photos is a potential tourist and is given an idea about 
what the destination is like, and what type of experience it will offer them through 
photographic images. The anticipation these images build is an important and established 
part of the tourism process, and when reality does not match the preconceived daydreams it 
is likely that reality will be a disappointment (Urry, 1990; de Botton, 2002; Nicoletta & 
Servidio, 2012). In fact, in order to live up to tourist anticipation, tourist destinations will 
often be staged in a way to best meet their expectations (Caton & Almeida Santos, 2008). 
Images on social media have already been proven to influence decision making regarding 
the trip so it is only logical that it will also influence experience (Amore, Duerte & 
Henriques, 2016; Nicoletta & Servidio, 2012) 

The mental image of a place was at one time much simpler, as a majority of public images 
produced of the destination were carefully curated through print media, in magazines, 
brochures, travel books and such. At those times it was easier to guide this image and decide 
to how a place was to be seen chiefly because there were a lot fewer images in circulation, 
these chosen images would then be replicated by the tourist and most often kept privately as 
development of photography was trickier (Canton & Almeida Santos, 2008). Today, 
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travelers have more leeway for production and a wider audience with which to share their 
photography, for instance through social-media (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016).  

Tourists have long displayed performative tendencies when on vacation or visiting particular 
destinations. Haldrup and Larsen (2003) noted that tourist photography is essentially staged 
as to display desired relational connections, whether it be between partners, friends and most 
notably their families. This performance of the tourist supposed social life is then captured 
in photography, so it bridges the gap between the away and everyday life, giving the photos 
even more meaning by attaching emotions to them (Haldrup & Larsen, 2003; Larsen, 2005). 
Indeed, further research has concluded that ‘people create and recreate social reality through 
performance’ (Van House, 2009, p. 1083).   

If both Goffman’s (1958) and Butler’s (1988) traditional theories on performance are melded 
together it is possible to consider the performance of tourist photography as the enactment 
of self as Butler saw it, and the sharing of the photos, especially on social media as the self-
representation which Goffman considered distinguished performance (Van House, 2009). 
Tourism and tourist photography, in all its iterations, should thus be considered 
performances which take a various amount of conscious effort, in various actions such as in 
their posing, selecting and editing. 

2.3 Consumption 
Another facet of Urry’s (1990) theory is that travel has become so ingrained in modern life, 
that if individuals do not travel, they lose social status among their peers. Since modern and 
mass tourism has developed, more people travel and with more frequency than they did 
before. However, different types of travel have different social meanings, some more 
impressive than others (Correia, Kozak & Reis, 2016). While once it was enough to simply 
travel to signify one’s importance and construct one’s self, today it’s possible to share 
’evidence’ of one’s travels through social media (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016). 

Travel isn’t as simple as Urry (1990) deemed it to be and not all destinations draw out the 
same touristic behavior. Travel experience is different in various places, where different 
activities of course take place (Perkins and Thorns, 2001; Larsen, 2005). These diverse types 
of travel, whether it be nature -, luxury -, or adventure travel, all entail distinct activities and 
give different indications of what a traveler wants to display and in turn how to build their 
self (Correira, Kozak & Reis, 2016). While some might not have a hidden motivation for 
travel photography or a longing for self-promotion, many feel the need to share these 
experiences with loved ones (or even unknown individuals) and now have a wider audience 
on social media platforms (Canton & Almeida Santos, 2008; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Lo 
& McKercher, 2016). 

Studies have shown that tourists prefer to research their intended destinations thoroughly 
before deciding if they are going travel there (Narandajavana, Fiol, Tena, Artola & García, 
2017; Munar & Jacobsen, 2014). Today one of the outlets which they are likely to use is 
social media. Social media gives tourists the chance to select which type of travel 
photography they consume based on what interests them. They do not necessarily seek to 
consume travel material solely from their friends and family members but also from 
strangers and individuals which are often referred to as ‘influencers’. The information which 
they consume on social media, like Instagram, is registered within their mind, they build 



7 

trust with those whom they receive the information from, and it does in turn affect how they 
process their own experiences (Narandajavana et al., 2017).  

Awareness of how social media can elevate and affect tourists’ impressions of a destination 
has caused those who manage them, to stage areas specifically with tourist photographic 
behavior in mind (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016). Tourists’ faith in social media portrayals can 
become problematic as photos on the sites are more often than not doctored in a way to make 
them seem as appealing as possible (Schwartz & Halegoua, 2015). If tourists expect their 
own experience to be the same as the ones they have seen depicted, they are likely to be 
disappointed in their own consumption if it differs from the pre-consumed image, or 
conversely satisfied by their experience if it matches or exceeds (Narandajavana et al., 2017). 
Photos shared on social media are edited to different extents, both portraits and landscape 
photography is ‘perfected’ to be as pleasing as possible. Natural phenomenon like the 
northern lights and rainbows are often near impossible to capture successfully on camera 
and average photographers and travelers may be disappointed in their own experience of 
these phenomena if they are unable to capture their own ‚proof‘ of the experience. 

Some studies have even shown that people, especially younger social media users, who envy 
the travel content that their friends post online are more likely to travel to the same place to 
alleviate any ill feelings (Hajli, Wang & Tajvidi, 2018). Destination managers can use this 
to encourage visitors to post attractive images on social media to promote the destination 
effectively to possible visitors (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Hajli, et al., 2018).  

Changes in tourist’s preference for consumption has led to the uniqueness in the  backdrop 
of tourist destinations to become of lesser importance as tourists have turned the camera 
upon themselves, effectively their self has become the touristic product that they are most 
interested in consuming (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016).  Tourist consumption continues to blur 
the lines of tourist destinations, where they have begun to look quite similar too each other, 
as their distinctive features and history are no longer of the greatest importance, rather 
whether it is possible to take a great photograph (or a selfie) there (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; 
Wickens, 2017; Lyu, 2016). 

 This is not the first time where tourist consumption has led to a place‘s underlining features 
becoming second to the consumption. Wickens (2017) noted when she studied the 
commodification of cultural destinations, that tourist consumption and the realignment of 
destinations to better fit the needs of the tourist causes ‚de-authentication‘ of that same place. 
However, just because tourists prefer the place to be a good backdrop for their photographic 
needs, they are not necessarily uninterested in the place itself, it simply means that tourists 
prefer for a place to fit well into their imagined biographies and display them appropriately 
(Haldrup & Larsen, 2003; Larsen, 2005; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Wickens, 2017). 

However, MacCannell‘s (2001) discourse on staged authenticity comes into play here. While 
there certainly already are places that are purely staged for the consumption of tourists and 
there are surely more that will be created specifically with tourist preferences in mind, there 
are other places which are authentic (MacCannell, 2001). A large number of tourists are and 
will deem their travels satisfactory due to the quality of the photographic material which 
they develop during their consumption, and the quality will be assessed based on how 
aesthetically pleasing the photos are. However, MacCannell (2001) made clear that 
destinations are staged to a varying degree, and he also alleged that very few places which 
are truly authentic are even accessible to tourists. He maintained that most places are staged 
to some degree, even those which tourists believe to be authentic, and that it did not 
necessarily draw from the merit of the place, at least not in the eye of the tourist.  
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If touristic consumption is now partly based on the effective staging of places with the intent 
of creating an environment which can be considered aesthetically pleasing to tourists, then 
it can be considered important to consider their needs. Boorstin (1964) spoke of the desire 
of tourists to consume ‘pseudo-events’. This is no different when staging travel photographs 
for later consumption and possibly sharing with others. However, there has been much 
critique of the pessimistic way both Boorstin and MacCannell viewed staging and touristic 
behavior.  

The planning of touristic spaces for the consumption of tourists have led to a large amount 
of conservation work which protects both cultural and environmental sites, this would 
continue to be prudent work with the increased importance of photographic aestheticism 
(Wickens, 2017). Tourists have time and time again shown that they do prefer to consume 
photograph places which fall in line with the mental image they had of the place before their 
arrival there, and do not necessarily mind if this image is wholly or partly staged (Caton & 
Almeida Santos, 2008). More importance seems to be found in that the tourist himself feels 
that his experience is authentic, as well as being satisfied with what he has come into contact 
with, which is more often than not due to the photographic evidence of the travels which he 
has collected (Caton & Almeida Santos, 2008; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Urry, 2001; 
Wickens, 2017). ‘People feel that they must not miss seeing particular scenes since otherwise 
the photo-opportunities will be missed... Indeed, much tourism becomes in effect a search 
for the ‘photogenic travel’ and is a strategy for ‘the accumulation of photographs’ (Urry, 
1991, p. 139) 

Social media use is essentially unfiltered and instant consumption at the hands of virtually 
anyone who is capable of owning a computer or mobile phone. Anyone who has access to 
social media sites is able to search, view and consume any amount of material which he 
chooses. While at one time actual physical travel was needed to gaze upon places, in today’s 
world this consumption can take place on social media, as travel content is actively created 
and shared constantly, giving tourists access to more imagery to consume than ever before 
(Amore, et al., 2016). 

2.4 The self 
Ideas about the self, have been present in anthropological research for a long time. Goffman 
(1959) described social life as an act in which the self is set on stage and performed, and 
thus everyone is a performer acting not only for those present but also for an audience they 
imagine as well as for themselves or their idea about which self-image to produce. Based on 
this theory it can be assumed that activity during travel is also a performance. Activities 
which are socially performed are done so in the attempt to construct the ideal self (Goffman, 
1959). Just as people construct an ideal self, within which they perform and project their 
everyday life, they perform a role as tourists to create their ideal tourist selves and 
photograph these performances to show others in order to validate their perceived self 
(Larsen, 2003). Indeed, studies have shown that tourists now prefer to share their experiences 
with visual media rather than by written portrayals (Munar & Jacobsen, 2014).  

Goffman‘s (1959) ideas about the staging of tourist destinations can also be applied to the 
touristic self, which is framed in photos, and staged not only at destinations but on social 
media too. People stage their touristic self on social media to reflect what they believe is the 
ideal image they wish to portray to others who gaze on their social media pages. This is 
effectively their front stage and the image which they curate for visual consumption of 
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others, the backstage being the reality (sometimes also staged) of the situation in which the 
photo was produced. Destinations are no longer only being staged by those who are 
providing a service or leisure to tourists at a destination, but by the tourists themselves. Now 
that they have the chance to reach a large audience, they have been given the power to choose 
sites for recognition, selecting and staging sites which they deem to be of interest. Indeed, 
Van House (2009) determined that both Goffman‘s and Butler‘s theories in connection to 
performance applies to mobile photography and when posing for photos we are staging out 
an identity which we utilize to create an intended impression of ourselves to display to others. 
Our self and our identity are implicit in daily life due to our projection onto others, people 
are able to be more explicit and subjective when curating their identity online (Jiang, Mills 
& Stepchenkova, 2008; Lo & McKercher, 2015). 

Due to an abundance of readily available photographic equipment i.e.  high- resolution 
cameras on cell phones, it is possible for a large volume of individuals to share their own 
personal gaze and identity with others (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Lo & McKercher, 2015). 
It gives individuals freedom to create a digital identity which they may project over distant 
spaces, enhancing their mobility (Jiang, et al., 2008). However, the content which is shared 
is often carefully posed for, often edited and portrays a highly curated version of their selves 
which they wish others to see (Schwartz & Haleguoa, 2015). The photography which is 
shared on social media is most often a staged version of the self to gain more social equity 
(MacCannell, 2001; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Schwartz & Haleguoa, 2015; Goffman, 
1959). This is evident in the fact that the photos which seem to have the most effect on the 
behavior of potential tourists are those who promote envy (Hajli, et al., 2018). 

Individuals might even purposefully aim to associate themselves with specific spaces, 
showcasing their mobility and/or experiences within these spaces to relate some aspect of 
their identity to those who consume their travel photography (Schwartz & Haleguoa, 2015). 
Some social media outlets, including Instagram, have made this even easier for its users to 
do, as they include geotagging. Making it possible for users to tag a specific place, city, 
country or even a venue, to their photo causes their photo to be associated with the space 
when others search for it in search engines. Schwartz and Halegoua (2015) dubbed the 
practice of documenting and displaying one’s experiences and mobility in relation to specific 
spaces in order to display facets of one’s identity, the spatial self.  

Furthermore, not only are tourists found to specifically attempt to tie their selves to exotic 
spaces in order to gain social clout, they are aware that not all places are seen as equal by 
others on social media. This results in certain places and spaces becoming more attractive as 
destinations for them to perform their touristic selves at and share documentation of which 
with its followers (Schwartz & Halegoua, 2015; Cooreia, Kozak & Reis, 2016). It is safe to 
assume that different spaces signal different aspects of lifestyle, interests and familial 
relationships, that people will select photos to share in tandem with what they wish to portray 
to others (Schwartz & Halegoua, 2015; Cooreia, et al., 2016). Frith (2012) notes that these 
performances repeatedly occur via location-based social media and classifies these practices 
as ‘presenting an idealized self to others’ and ‘the presentation of the present self to the 
future self.’  

Selfies, self-posed and photographed portraits, have become a part of the social media user’s 
identity and how they present that identity online (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Lyu, 2016). 
While portraits are not a new concept, people are now able to produce an unlimited number 
of self-portraits anywhere and anytime as long as they have a self-facing camera. These types 
of photographs are a large part of building up the self on social media, and due to geo-
tagging, they are able to associate the photo with specific spaces without any distinguishing 
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markers of that place being portrayed in the photo (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Schwartz & 
Halegoua, 2015).  

Travel photography and its sharing thus can be seen as an important asset in building one’s 
online self. Various outlets are possible, whether it by sharing exotic and luxurious photos 
to allude to one’s status, or to share nonspecific portraits, self-portraits and group photos 
which are interlinked with a space digitally (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Schwarts & Halegoua, 
2015; Cooreia, et al., 2016). These photos not only are used to share and consequently prove 
that one is an experienced traveler but also what type of traveler and what type of 
relationships distinguish one’s personal life (Larsen, 2005; Haldrup & Larsen, 2003). 
Tourists may even purposefully neglect to post those photos which have the most personal 
meaning in lieu for those who they believe will impress their audience, and possible future 
audience, the most (Lo & McKercher, 2015).  
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3 Research methods 

3.1 Methodology 
An empirical study, which builds on scientific method in an attempt to identify, survey and 
interpret the tourist gaze and performance at the chosen sites, was executed. The study took 
a qualitative approach and methodology-based theory. An inductive method was used to 
postulate a conclusion on the effects of social-media consumption and its possible effects on 
the gaze, performance and the tourist self of individuals. Qualitative studies can take many 
forms but have a discerning quality of being executed at the site of the activity which it seeks 
to identify and analyze. In this study a participant observation was used to observe and 
consider the behavior of travelers on site, particularly how they direct their gaze and perform 
for their cameras.  

Due to the nature of the research, it was decided that a two-part ethnographic research would 
be the appropriate format. Ethnographies are a qualitative research style which, like other 
qualitative methods, rely on the researcher being the main research tool and thus it is 
important to make sense of what may affect the data collection (Bryman, 2016). Due to the 
inductive nature of qualitative methods it requires more participation on the part of the 
researcher himself as he must fully immerse himself in his research to be able to adequately 
interpret the data (Bryman, 2016; Frohlick & Harrison, 2008).  

The research was mainly visually based and the visual data, in form of both photographs and 
observations then form the basis of the story which the research aims to tell (van den Scott, 
2018; Harper, 2003). It is important to bear in mind that one of the basis of the utilization of 
visual methods is that subjectivity is maintained and with that in mind the visual may be 
used for data collection (Pink, 2006; Harper, 2003). 

3.1.1 Observational ethnography 

When studying cultural behavior, researchers have long since relied on the qualitative 
research method, ethnography, to explain facets and customs of cultural groups (Byrne, 
2001; Bryman, 2016). Tourists collectively should be considered a cultural group and thus 
it is appropriate to utilize an ethnographic study to attempt to develop a better understanding 
of touristic behavior in concern to photography. Like other qualitative research methods 
ethnography relies on the researcher entering the field to observe and essentially becoming 
a part of the cultural scene, which they are studying (Byrne, 2001; Frohlick & Harrison, 
2008). By physically placing themselves within the environment which they wish to learn 
more about, researchers are able to get better feel of the behaviors and actions which are 
taken by the persons, in this case tourists, within the environment (Byrne, 2001).   

3.1.2 Netnography 

The Internet’s emergence as a staple of modern life has made it an important field to study, 
lending to a whole new field of research (Mkono, 2012). There have been many suggestions 
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on what this new type of internet based ethnographic research should be named, one of which 
‘netnography’, has been chosen as a representative of internet-based ethnography, for the 
purpose of this research paper (Bryman, 2016; Mkono, 2012). ‘Netnographic’ research 
involves searching for and analyzing relevant computer-generated data to address identified 
research questions’ (Mkono, 2012, p. 554). The internet is certainly not a typical physical 
space which traditionally is the focus of ethnographic studies, however it may be studied by 
utilizing online communities as representation of a space (Bryman, 2016). Networking sites 
which do not have a specific theme (are not targeted directly at travelers) do however give 
members the chance to create their own narrative and produce theme specific material 
(Mkono, 2012). We can then conduct observational techniques to research these online 
communities, in this case using Instagram as the ‘space’ and tourists which are active 
posters, as the actors within that space. Nonetheless, just as tourists have a life outside of 
their travels, they have lives separate of their published social media content. This should be 
kept in mind when conducting ethnographies, on both groups, tourists and online 
communities.   

3.2 Research environment 
In order to get an overarching sense of the possible effects social media has had on behavior, 
it was decided that the execution of the research should ensue in more than one location. 
Considerations were made and finally The Sun Voyager, Hallgrímskirkja and The Blue 
Lagoon were chosen as the research locations, for their various significance as tourist 
destinations in and close by Reykjavík. 

3.2.1 The Sun Voyager 

The Sun Voyager is a steel sculpture by Icelandic artist, Jón Gunnar Arnarson, which 
resembles a Viking ship (Visit Reykjavik, (n.d.). It is located on the waterfront, close to 
Reykjavík’s city center, a short walk from the concert house Harpa. It has a beautiful scenic 
view of Mount Esja and is an ideal spot for those hoping to catch either the sunrise or sunset. 
It is thus considered the spot for those seeking a quiet and romantic view of the mountain. 
Interestingly, it is not a popular location with most locals, who do not see it as a spot of any 
significant importance. However, in recent years it has become a staple attraction for tourists 
who are exploring the city and it is not uncommon to spot a throng of tourists gathered 
around the sculpture with their cameras aloft.   

3.2.2 Hallgrímskirkja 

Hallgrímskirkja the large cathedral which overlooks Reykjavík’s city center from its lofty 
perch on top of Skólavörðustígs hill. A beautiful, architecturally significant building 
designed by Guðjón Samúelsson, which includes illusions of volcanic formations, glaciers 
and mountains evoking an image of Icelandic nature (Guide to Iceland, n.d.). It is easy to 
understand why the large and ominous building is of interest to tourists exploring Reykjavik 
as it is one of only a handful of large and architecturally significant buildings in the vicinity. 
The area surrounding Hallgrímskirkja is also tailor made for tourists as there is a slew of 
restaurants and coffee shops in the vicinity. A stroll up Skólavörðustígur leads tourists 
straight to the church door as well as giving them a beautiful view of the church from that 
vantage point.  
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3.2.3 The Blue Lagoon 

The most popular and well-known tourist destination which will be taken into consideration 
in this research paper in relation to tourist photography is the Blue Lagoon. The Blue Lagoon 
is arguably the most famous tourist destination in Iceland. Almost every tourist arriving in 
the country already has plans to visit the famous location. The lagoon is the only location in 
this research not to be located in downtown Reykjavik, rather it is located approximately an 
hour from the city center in Grindavik. Initially the lagoon was accidentally formed due to 
run off from a geothermal plant in the surrounding area (Nat, n.d.). Eventually people 
bathing in the lagoon deduced that the water and minerals found in it had positive effects on 
their skin and the popularity of the location grew.  

In recent years the Blue Lagoon, both the lagoon itself and surrounding area, has grown in 
size, with more service being provided, i.e. hotels, restaurants, stores etc. Due to growing 
popularity in recent years, it is even become a requirement for those wishing to visit the 
lagoon to reserve their visit, which in most cases must happen ahead of time as it is 
completely booked up months at a time.  

3.2.4 Social media – Instagram 

Finally, it can be argued that Instagram is a research location in and of itself. Prior to going 
to the physical tourist destinations where the research took place a systematic analysis was 
performed on the social media platform, Instagram.  

Instagram was chosen as the social media outlet under study in relation with the local 
attractions because its main focus is to share photography and video with their ’followers’. 
Furthermore, Instagram has close to a billion active users, who are given the opportunity to 
share their photos using hashtags and destination tagging (geotagging) so they can share 
where their photos are taken (Statista, 2018).   

Instagram presents its users with the opportunity to search hashtags and locations (geo-tags) 
to study photos other users have posted of these sites. Therefore, Instagram was deemed the 
best fit for the scope of the research, as photos of the aforementioned sites can be searched 
beforehand and then compared to how travelers at the site choose to pose for their own 
photos. Research has indeed shown that the use of social media is rampant in many layers 
of the travel experience. Social media are not only used to collect information but also to 
share travelers’ experiences and are shown to possibly enhance the experience of travelers 
(Kim & Fassenmaier, 2017). 

3.3 Data collection 
When applying a qualitative ethnographic method, the researcher must carefully study the 
techniques for amassing the information necessary. To be able to do this I had to diligently 
document all elements which may pertain to the research, including the physical perimeters 
of the area, the objects within it and the people present which represent the culture being 
studied (Byrne, 2001). This means conscientiously taking notes on each and everything at 
location that may aid in analyzing the behavior of the group. My initial intention was to bring 
a small notebook to jot down field notes. However, when arrived at the first research 
location, it was deemed problematic due to drawing unwanted attention from the tourists at 
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the location. My wish was to blend in with the tourists being observed, to attempt to witness 
genuine behavior and not draw unwanted attention. In the same spirit, I had already decided 
to photograph tourist’s behavior but did so covertly, being careful to purposefully take 
photos of photographic behavior. This type of visual ethnography has been proved effective 
by both Pink’s (2013) photo-essays and as data in Larsen’s (2005) research at Hammershus 
castle. Pink (2013) has shown the effectiveness of observing tourists as they perform their 
activities and analyzing their actions. Like Pink, I observed tourists on site and photographed 
them as they performed their tourist actions. The collection of photographs made it possible 
for me to present my arguments visually and to provide a reference to my observations 
(Harper, 2003).  

As the design of the research was intended to rely on observations it was decided to forgo 
interrogative research methods in favor of in-depth visual examination of behaviors and 
performances. In combination with visual observation, and photography and note-taking to 
capture these observations, I was careful to note interactions between the tourists, both those 
who seemed to be travel partners, and those who were only interacting because they were 
serving the same role in the particular space, that of the tourist. Nevertheless, at the Blue 
Lagoon, I was able to casually speak to two employees, as well as a few tourists. This 
happened organically, rather than purposefully seeking them out or asking them 
predetermined questions which may have elicited a compelled response. 

Traditionally, ethnography is performed over an extended period of time to ensure that the 
researcher immerses himself properly into the environment which he is attempting to study 
(Byrne, 2016). In spirit of that convention, I made repeated visits to two of the locations in 
an attempt to collect as much observation as possible. However due to the prohibitively 
expensive entry price to the Blue Lagoon, observations were only made there once but the 
stay was for a much longer period than any visit to Hallgrímskirkja or the Sun Voyager.  

3.4 Data analysis 
Visual methods include doing comprehensive content analysis on existing visual material, 
which in this study meant that analysis needed to be made on the photos which had 
previously been posted on social media (van den Scott, 2018). Photos tagged with all three 
locations were gathered and then sorted by prevailing themes using an analytic and reflexive 
approach.   

To a certain point, data analysis was carried out in tandem with data collection in the form 
of notes and reflections which were made, both while collection was carried out and 
afterwards. This was done in an attempt to get a head start on the systematic analysis which 
was to be done on the photos which were taken during the data collection. Due to 
ethnography’s nature, it is important to continuously make reflections on the data collected 
as ethnography’s purpose is to successfully interpret the data obtained (Bryman, 2016). 
When formal analysis began, I chose to utilize cognitive mapping of the observations which 
I had made during the collection stage, in an attempt to better understanding and interconnect 
the findings of the discovery (van den Scott, 2018).  

‘The systematic and reflexive search for patterns, either internal patterns or those connected 
to historical context, is key to any form of visual method’ (van den Scott, 2018, p. 724). This 
was accomplished by carefully matching field notes with photographs taken at the scene to 
identify the patterns present and matching them with the patterns which had been noted on 
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Instagram in the first half of the data collection. Furthermore, notes connections were made 
to historical cases, especially those which are featured in the theoretical framework.   
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4 Research results 
Both stages of the ethnographical research, the netnographic observations which were made 
on Instagram as well as the participant observation, led to a number of interesting 
observations about touristic photographic performance. 

4.1 Depictions on social media 
Pictures geotagged were split into two groups, ‚Top‘ and ‚Recent‘, which display the most 
popular photos and those who have most recently been posted respectively. So, it was 
possible to survey the photos which were taken while or around the time I visited the 
sculpture. Additionally, Instagram gives users the possibility to view ‚stories‘ or posts by 
users which are limited to viewing to twenty-four hours. Any user who has geo-tagged their 
story and chooses to leave their ‚profile‘ open to the viewership of anyone, will have their 
tagged photo displayed among the others which geo-tagged the destination that day.   

As I perused Instagram and collected photos for the study, I realized that it should be taken 
into account that pictures were intentionally geotagged, as well as ‚hash-tagged‘. Seeing as 
those who follow the individual users will see the posted photos regardless of whether they 
are tagged in any way, it can be interpreted that the deliberate adding of geo- or hashtags is 
a way for the poster to reach a larger audience. Those who forgo hashtags but still choose to 
geo-tag their photo can be interpreted as aiming at directly conveying to their followers 
where they are, almost as if to verify the location in which the photo was taken.  

4.1.1 Captions 

Another aspect of Instagram photo sharing are the captions which its posters can choose to 
attach to the photos which they share. Visitors to the locations, just like all Instagram users, 
are given the chance to add something ‘special’ to their photographs in the form of a clever 
or engaging caption. These captions often seem to reflect the mood the poster wishes the 
photo to arouse.  

A few users were noted referring to their visit to the Blue Lagoon as a tick off of their 
bucketlist. A number of users seemed to amp up the ‘mystery’ factor by including captions 
which seemingly were composed to draw forth the ‚mystical‘ properties which sometimes 
are associated with the Blue Lagoon. Examples include one users caption: ‘The Blue Lagoon 
Iceland 100% did not disappoint. Pinch me. IS this real life??‘ And accompanied the caption 
with a slew of hashtags: #travelspam #bluelagoon #bluelagooniceland #travel 
#icelandtravel. Another user attatched the caption ‘Maybe this was a dream and I wasn’t 
really there’ to a picture of her staring pensively over the lagoon, geotagging the location 
and then adding the hashtags #travelgram and #iceland. 

Captions which accompanied photos from Hallgrimskirkja and the Sun Voyager were more 
simplistic, often just the names of the destinations represented as well as some hashtags. 
Some Instagram users did seem to go the extra mile at those places though, adding short 
posts to the captions which touched on the history of the locations. However overall, captions 
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related to pictures taken at the Blue Lagoon were more focused at summoning feelings of 
mystery or adventure. 

The photos which Instagram users have shared of the locations aren’t always exclusively 
attached to one hashtag or only the hashtags which were used during the data collection 
performed on Instagram. Within captions, travellers are able to add even more hashtags other 
than just the one that directly pertains to the location. Some travellers split up the name of 
the locations, i.e. #bluelagoon, #thebluelagoon, #blue and then #lagoon. Other hashtags 
which seemed popular with tourists sharing photos, of all the locations, were #travel, 
#vacation, #explorer and #travelling.  

4.1.2 The Sun Voyager 

The Sun Voyager, even though arguably not being of much interest to locals, who often even 
forget that it exists, has become a hot tourist spot close to the city center (coincidentally only 
a mere ten-minute walk from Hallgrímskirkja). This has led to the Sun Voyager to gain a 
presence on social media. As of the 22nd of February 2019, the hashtag ‚sunvoyager‘ has 
22,3k posts associated with it on Instagram when searched. Furthermore, ‚The Sun Voyager‘ 
is its own geotag on the app with numerous photos having been connected to it. 

Many photos are taken diagonally to the statue itself. The elements of the photos are very 
often similar, almost completely redone, however due to its placement outdoors the smallest 
changes in weather changes the composition of the photograph. A majority of the photos are 
without a human subject, a bulk of the photos posted, both recently and at other times, focus 
on the sculpture itself. 

4.1.3 Hallgrimskirkja 

Pictures of Hallgrímskirkja on social media are very similar to each other. The church is tall, 
and many tourists choose to be close and compromise by photographing it upwards. While 
some photographs are taken diagonally and feature the statue of Ingólfur Arnarsson, which 
is placed in front of it, most of the photographs are taken head on, with the church in the 
center of the photograph. This may be because of the symmetrical aesthetics of the church‘s 
feature is more beautifully when the church is placed in the middle of the frame. 
Consequently, those photos that actually feature the tourists often have them placed in the 
middle of the frame, which means they are in some shape or form blocking the view of the 
church but are also featured centrally. Some of the photos featuring the tourists in front of 
the church are obviously highly posed, with the tourist staring pointedly in a different 
direction than the camera, others show them posing in power poses i.e. with their hands on 
their hips. 

As of February 26th, 2019, a number of hashtags associated with the church have a significant 
amount of photographs and videos associated with them. These hashtags include: 
#hallgrimskirkja which has 71,2k posts associated with it, #hallgrímskirkja (using the correct 
Icelandic spelling) has 32,3k and the hashtag #hallgrimskirkjachurch has 6,4k  tagged posts. 
Additionally, Hallgrímskirkja has numerous geotags related to it, all of which Instagram 
users have attached photos to. 
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4.1.4 The Blue Lagoon 

Now when photos which are associated with hashtags and geo-tags linked to the Blue 
Lagoon are assessed, a slightly different trend is detected than in the photos from the Sun 
Voyager and Hallgrimskirkja. It is clear that the photos which tourists take at the Blue 
Lagoon, at least the ones that they share, are more focused on the tourist himself rather than 
of the nature or a specific object.  

A vast majority of the photos show tourists happily posing in the lagoon, many with silica 
facemasks and a drink in hand, while others are in silly poses. Other photos are more curated, 
again showing the same mysterious pose which was seen in photos in front of 
Hallgrímskirkja, with the tourist gazing contemplatively into the distance. Most of the photos 
interestingly are of only one person, only a few shows more than one person and if not, they 
show mostly couples and very few groups. Interestingly, those photos which are not of only 
one person are often selfies, actually a lot more of the selfies observed are of two or more 
people rather than one individual. 

As of the 26th of February 2019, the hashtag #bluelagoon has 1.3m associated posts and the 
hashtag #bluelagooniceland 70.4k and has multiple geotags associated with it, all of who 
seem to have recently uploaded photos associated with it. 

4.1.5 Summary on posing in posted photos 

The pictures presented were in many cases quite similar. I immediately noted a difference in 
the pattern of subject matter. Photos posted of Hallgrímskirkja seemed to included the 
traveller himself less often than in the Blue Lagoon. Pictures of the church were more often 
focused on the church itself, its symmetry and grandeur. While seemingly some of the photos 
from the Sun Voyager did include the actual poster, it was nothing in comparison to those 
photos posted from the Blue Lagoon. A large majority of the photos posted to Instagram 
from the lagoon included the user himself, or another person. These photos were also in 
many cases a lot more centered on the person, or persons, than in the other locations where 
their whole body was most often shown, with the spotlight shared with the landmarks, 
whether it was the church or the sculpture. Photos posted from the lagoon often showed 
happy couples posing with face masks, but  an abundance of the posted photos were centered 
around an individual rather than a group. Many posed mysteriously, their face pointed 
elsewhere than at the camera. Some, especially women, posed provocatively or in obviously 
posed stances. Similar portrayals in front of the church and sculpture were not noted, when 
a person was included in the photos, they usually stood still, well-clothed, some with a smile 
on their face but notably some photos did show tourists outwardly deliberately not facing 
the camera. 

4.2 Photographic performance 

4.2.1 Positioning of the gaze 

At each and every location it was observed that the tourist destinations had at least one thing 
in common when it came to tourist photographic behavior and that is the positioning of 
posing. Each place seemed to have a designated spot which was seen as more appealing for 
posing for the photograph rather than any another place. Whether this is because it is the 
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most aesthetically pleasing spot or because previously viewed photographs were also 
situated there is hard to determine.  

 
Picture 1 Example of a group of tourists positioning themselves diagonally to the Sun Voyager 

Especially obvious was the positioning at the Sun Voyager, where tourists were rarely 
observed taking a photo of the sculpture head on and choosing rather to position themselves 
diagonally to the sculpture, both for photographing and being photographed with it. Same 
can be said of photography in front of Hallgrimskirkja. I noted that the tourists seemed to 
group at two main locations in front of the church. Both locations were straight in front of 
the church, one including just the church and the other one also including the statue in front 
of the church. At the Blue Lagoon tourists seemed to feel more freedom in where they posed 
for their photographs. Visitors at the lagoon were seen posing for photographs almost 
everywhere and anywhere, although notably almost always omitting the actual building, 
preferring to include volcanic rock, moss, mountains or the lagoon itself in the background. 

 
Picture 2 A couple taking a 'typical' photo of the Sun Voyager 
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Interestingly, the seemingly designated photographing spots found at Hallgrímskirkja and 
the Sun Voyager coincide with the length of time which the tourists take. Especially at the 
Sun Voyagers, were most tourists did not stay long, for example, the couple in picture 1 
(above) which only stayed whilst capturing the image. Many were observed simply walking 
up to the area around the sculpture quickly pose for a photograph and leave just as quickly. 
Similar behavior was noted at Hallgrímskirkja, there on the whole tourists seemed to linger 
somewhat longer than at the Sun Voyager.  

 
Picture 3 A grouping of tourists in the typical 'photography spot' in front of Hallgrímskirkja 

However, very few tourists were seen actually sitting down and taking time to gaze upon the 
sites. They were mainly seen posing for photos, taking them and then either re-posing for a 
new photo immediately or after viewing them. Visitors at the Blue Lagoon spend more time 
enjoying the area rather than just quickly snapping off a photograph before heading to a new 
location. This however can be interpreted in the inherent difference in the type of destination. 
Even though Hallgrimskirkja and Sun Voyager are beautiful and interesting to some, 
viewing them is mostly a visual experience, while visiting the Blue Lagoon engages more 
senses. The first two locations are also free to visit while the Blue Lagoon requires people 
to pay to visit as well as booking a predetermined time for when they may visit. This may 
be the main reason why tourists spend a much longer time at the lagoon, experiencing all it 
has to offer, rather than just quickly glancing at it and hurrying off.  

4.2.2 Social engagement and performance 

It was possible to discern different photographic behaviours in  social relations between 
varying groups due to the relationships which were dominant between members of the group 
i.e. whether they are seemingly romantically involved couples, groups of friends or family-
based groups. At one point a group of tourists assembled outside Hallgrímskirkja, I was able 
to infer that at least some members of the group were related. As proven by the young boy 
calling the woman ‘mom’. I noted that the familial relations were decidedly different from 
those groups which were compromised of friends of similar age or even couples. In this case, 
were I inferred that I was observing a family, the mother seemed the most invested in 
curating the perfect look to portray in their photograph, reminding others to smile or to stand 
closer together. It is noteworthy that while I noticed a few of these familial or friendly 
interactions, there were few photos to ‘match’ them with posted photos on Instagram.  
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Groups which seemed to be made up of friends acted differently than couples. Friends 
seemed to spend more time posing for multiple photos and seemed more likely to spend a 
sizeable amount of time getting the perfect shot, where each person looked acceptably happy. 
Groups, both seemingly familial or friendly, were more likely to use selfie-sticks or ask for 
help from others to take their photograph. While there were two noted couples whom asked 
a greeter or a passer-by to take their photo, there was  only one couple spotted with a selfie 
stick,  most couple seemed content taking selfies. These couples would keep their faces close 
to one another, sporting softer smiles and carefully draping their arms around each other as 
if to signify intimacy to those who would later view the photos. The level and type of 
intimacy expressed between those posing was similar between those who had seemingly 
similar types of relationships. Another consideration I made was to why groups chose to use 
the selfie-stick. Some groups seemed unwilling to leave anyone from the group out of the 
frame which was evident when the group of three girls spent time and effort to get their stick 
to work. If they had taken a traditional selfie they would have had a hard time to fit all into 
the frame, instead they cheerily spent time setting up phone on the selfie-stick and setting 
themselves up so each person was clearly in the frame.  

 
Picture 4 Picture showing the posing process, as well as the embodiment of social relations during photographic 

performance 
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What I found particularly interesting was how these performances were not only systematic 
photograhic executions but actual social perfomances. Sure, both the group of girls, the 
couples witnessed and the family were ‘performing‘ for the camera. Some smiled and posed 
and wrapped their arms around each other intentionally, but these performances did seem to 
draw out genuine emotions. A couple (presumably) was witnessed posing somberly for a 
selfie together outside of Hallgrímskirkja. The female did not seem content with the first one 
and seemed to want to take another one which drew slight exhaspiration from her partner. 
Once the second was taken they both seemed happier than before (and the male slightly 
relieved), they held hands as they strolled away. Two friends who took turns taking photos 
of each other at the Blue Lagoon, laughed almost uncontrollably when the friend in front of 
the camera did a over exagerrated pose where she deliberately turned away from the camera 
(see picture 4, a combined photo where the top photo shows the girl posing, and the bottom 
one). The photos themselves were posed but in between photos they laughed and joked. I 
noted that while, in both cases, there seemed to be a intent to get a particular type of photo, 
the experience did seem to draw out genuine emotions. 

4.2.3 Self-direction 

Whether or not it was connected with social media use, the tourists who apparently use their 
smart phone as photography device were in more of a hurry to go to different location as 
soon as they had captured an acceptable photo. In one instance two young, female travelers 
were observed taking turns to take photographs of each other in front of Hallgrimskirkja. 
One friend carefully directed her friend, telling her to step to one side and then to smile, then 
finally to do a playful pose where she stands on a rock outside the church (see picture 5). 
Once she had taken the photo the second friend approached her to see how it looked. I was 
unable to overhear what she said but noted that the second friend stared at the screen for a 
moment, shook her head and the posing and photographing resumed.  

 
Picture 5 On the left, a girl posing on top of a rock outside Hallgrímskirkja, and on the right her friend taking the photo 
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At the Sun Voyager, I witnessed another incident which clearly displays this need that 
tourists have for directing their photography in a way that leads to a supposedly premediated 
product.  In this particular case, I noted a couple which had apparently asked passers-by to 
assist them with taking a photo of them in front of the Sun Voyager. They posed in a way 
which had become clear to me was typical of couples, arms around each other, heads tilted 
together and smiling. However, what interested me the most, is after one passer-by was done 
taking a photo and handing the phone back to them and they had finished inspecting it they 
did not seem to be satisfied. They proceeded in asking another person to take a few more 
photos. I surmised that they had either given up or were happy with the second batch of 
photos as they proceeded to walk in another direction after the second round of the 
photoshoot. I wondered what it was that they had been unhappy with in the first batch of 
photos because they seemed to pose in an almost identical way when the second 
photographer was taking their photo (see picture 6). 

 
Picture 6 A. couple having there picture taken by two different passers-by at the Sun Voyager 

Other tourists seemed to have similar aspirations of taking what their idea of the ‘perfect’ 
photo was. A group of three people displayed similar types of behavior, even taking time to 
find different poses and photographing locations for each person. One member of the group, 
a young man, was observed posing in a similar power pose, legs slightly a part and arms 
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crossed, looking into the distance, as was noted being displayed on previously posted photos 
on Instagram during the netnographic research.  

Recreation of photographs which have repeatedly been posted on Instagram, whether 
intentionally or unintentionally, was also frequently noted during observation at the Blue 
Lagoon. Similar to the posing behavior performed by tourists at Hallgrimskirkja, where they 
intentionally stare into a different direction rather than at the actual lens of the phone or 
camera. A popular theme among the visitors was to take pictures with the facial masks which 
are offered to them at certain spots around the lagoon. Numerous tourists were seen grouping 
together to take selfies, happily smiling at the camera, their arms slung around each other’s 
shoulders. Apparent couples were also seen posing for selfies, while others employed the 
help of special greeters that work for the Blue Lagoon, specifically to enhance experience.  

A designated greeter relayed to me that a large portion of his day was designated to taking 
photos of visitors for them. While chatting, the greeter and I noticed a girl taking a short 
recording of herself speaking to the front camera of her phone. The greeter noted that 
sometime the tourists will even ask him to record ‚stories‘ for them for Instagram. It‘s clear 
that at least some of the tourists who visit the lagoon are actively sharing their location even 
when still there.  

 
Picture 7 A girl using the front camera of her mobile phone, either to take a picture or a video 

The day when the research was conducted at the Blue Lagoon, in a typical Icelandic fashion, 
the weather wasn‘t stable. For the first two hours of research it was much rain and it was 
quite windy. Some would have thought that the tourists would not be able to take photos due 
to fear of ruining their electronics. However, the Blue Lagoon, according to an employee, 
aware of the demand the tourists have to be able to capture their experience in photographs, 
sells multi-use waterproof cases at the bars situated at various locations inside the lagoon. 
Even after the weather cleared up, it was possible to spot roughly every other visitor gripping 
a phone and holding it staunchly in the air away from the water (see example of waterproof 
case in picture 8). 
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Picture 8 A couple seen taking a selfie, using a case, at the Blue Lagoon 

One tourist who had not realized that it was possible to purchase a case, positively lit up 
when informed of the option. She almost immediately handed over her beverage to her travel 
partner and rushed towards the nearest bar. Smiling from ear to ear when she returned with 
her phone now nestled safely in the protective pouch. She then handed her partner the phone, 
looked around intently to find a perfect spot to pose for the camera. She even braved the 
arguably unforgiving weather, standing up close to the edge so her body became visible, as 
she posed resolvedly, hand on jutted hip. When she approached her partner again, she took 
the phone and began swiping. She was overheard asking her partner ‚‚which one do you 
think is better?‘‘.  

This is similar to an incident which was observed by Hallgrímskirkja. A group of young 
women were seen taking turns playfully posing for the camera, throwing up peace signs and 
their hands in the air for effect. Each of the three girls had a turn in front of the camera, with 
one behind it, and a third helping with the directing of the posing and positioning. When 
each had finished, they sat down on a bench in front of the church. Coincidentally, it was 
close to where I had stood and observed them, so it was simple to continue to watch for their 
next steps. For a few minutes each was absorbed in their own phone, after a which they each 
started pointing their screens at each other and chatting. After a while they stood up and 
walked passed me, at which point I heard one of the girls say to the friend ‚‚Ok, so I should 
post this one?‘‘.  

It seemed to me that it was obvious that there was enough thought being put into the 
photographic performance. Not only were multiple tourists in the Blue Lagoon seen 
purchasing the waterproof casing, tourists there and at Hallgrímskirkja were noted to be 
carrying ‚selfie-sticks‘. It seemed clear to me that they would not be carrying these sticks 
with them intentionally unless they were pre-aware of their goal to take a self-directed photo 
(see picture 9).  
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Picture 9 A group of female travelers taking selfies with a 'selfie-stick' 

Another note I made during research was the lengths that tourists went to self-direct their 
photography. Couples and individuals in many cases chose to take selfies rather than ask 
someone else to photograph for them. If they did ask others for assistance they would in 
many cases inspect the photos which had been taken, give their photographers some notes 
and go back to posing and redoing the photos. This time the subject would not only change 
the way they posed, significantly or only slightly, but the photographer would change how 
they pointed the lens.  

Most tourists who were observed at each location were touting a smart phone. A large 
majority seemed to rely on them for their photographic needs. Most never even put them 
away but clutched them close even when they were not photographing anything. It was 
somewhat surprising to me that tourists who had actual cameras were few and far between. 
Yet I did note that those who visited for longer at the Sun Voyager were two individuals 
with professional cameras which they had set up. Those were the only ones that stayed for 
longer than approximately ten minutes gazing at and photographing the scenery.  
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5 Discussions 
Urry’s orginal theory maintained that the tourist gaze was a socially constructed paradigm 
which is steered both by society and various media outlets (Urry, 1990; Larsen & Urry, 
2011). Instagram essentially combines these two forces as a social media platform. The 
constructed corporeal markers which Urry (1990) spoke of, which supposedly are 
responsible for directing tourists gaze and in turn their camera, were not noticeable as such 
during the research. On the contrary, both at Hallgrímskirkja and the Sun Voyager, tourists 
seemed to have a propensity to choose certain spots for photography over others. These spots 
were not marked with signs or anything of the sort, rather these spots seemed cerebral. The 
research would then indicate that while markers are not necessarily corporeal, they do exist 
in some capacity even though they are imagined due to the seemingly controlled positioning. 
Caton and Almeida Santos (2008) suggest that tourists are now actively creating markers 
themselves, seems legitimate as photos posted to social media do seem in a number of cases 
to echo each other closely and their placement during photographic performances at 
destinations. While placement may also be inspired by consumption of mainstream media 
images, it cannot be denied that these positions are replicated also from shared photos on 
social media. This of course gives some merit to Urry’s (1990) theory that tourists make use 
of certain spots and viewpoints that have been designated for them, however instead of being 
physical markers, they are imagined and in part self-created by tourists. Furthermore, tourist 
behaviour does seem to illustrate that while most of the photos seen on Instagram are very 
similar to the performances of tourists on location, they are not mere mindless duplications, 
as tourists were witnessed performing by spending time posing in a slew of different ways 
and their editing certainly varies (Perkins & Thorns, 2001; Haldrup & Larsen, 2003; Larsen 
2005; Larsen & Urry, 2011; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016). What was noticeable is that tourists 
tended to omit the same things in their photos that are not displayed in the majority of the 
photos which were posted. They seem to pose and direct their cameras which suggests that 
they are doing their best not to display other tourists in the photos, or pointedly avoiding 
‘buildings’ when posing at the Blue Lagoon. These hidden areas might become aware to the 
tourists but they themselves choose to keep them backstage to their photos as to display the 
desired aesthetic (MacCannell, 2001). Whether or not the discrepancies in what they 
previously viewed and then experienced causes any disappointment, as de Botton (2002) 
stated, is hard to determine without further qualitative research, i.e. interviews 
(Naradajavana et al., 2016).  

There were multiple incidents which depicted tourists taking part in self-direction of the 
tourist gaze, both by the performance of selfie-taking and utilizing selfie sticks to take photos 
which could have easily been taken by passers-by or designated ‘greeters’ at the Blue 
Lagooon (Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016; Lyu, 2016). Additionally, the Blue Lagoons greeters 
not only facilitate the visitors needs but also confirm the idea that destinations need to 
strategize how to best represent themselves online, and to do so through their visitors (Haijli, 
Wang & Tajvidi, 2018; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016). Photos shared on Instagram located at the 
Blue Lagoon were especially illustrative of this, as most photos featured the traveller in the 
posted photo, while most photos posted to Instagram from Hallgrímskirkja and the Sun 
Voyager did not. Interestingly, while tourists were certainly witnessed actively posing at 
these locations, for example the multiple persons seen posing outside the church, both 
individually and in groups, a majority of the photos posted (and viewed in the recently posted 
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category) are focused on the church’s façade, either omitting the poster or having the poster 
as a secondary focus of the photo. It could be argued that this trend for the contents of the 
posted photos to mimic each other is correlated to Urry’s (1990) hermeneutic circle idea of 
replication, while I would argue that even though some pictures were similar, they were all 
in some, even small way, unique. Likewise, I would argue that their posing, reposing and 
even editing is the part of a larger performance which produces personal photography 

Blue Lagoon was the location which showed the most indication of being staged for the 
visitors benefit, the lagoon has done this by changing the lava rock formations, as well as 
employing special greeters to stay in the lagoon to highten experience and assist visitors 
needs such as taking photographs. This information confirms former research on the idea of 
tourist destionation staging, as well as their staging to highten experience (MacCannell, 
2001; Nicoletta & Servidio, 2012; Caton & Almeida Santos, 2008). 

Interestingly the research also seems to confirm ideas on the staging of personal relationships 
between travellers, as comparable behaviour was witnessed between those travellers which 
seemed to share similar bonds, i.e. the intimate posing of couples and the more joyous posing 
by groups of friends (Haldrup & Larsen, 2003; Larsen, 2005). These relationships were 
arguably performed for the camera with the goal of recreating a social reality that they 
wished to display on the photo itself (Van House, 2009). Other performances clearly 
displayed tourist’s portrayal of their selves, taking time to enact a pose to capture and then 
share (Goffman, 1958; Butler, 1988; Van House, 2009). Self-enactment was particularly 
noticeable at the Blue Lagoon, and in photos shared from there. My belief is that portraits 
and selfies are more noticeable from the lagoon because of its social significance, i.e. that it 
is both a better known and thus socially more impressive location (Correira, Kozak & Reis, 
2016; Dinhopl & Gretzel, 2016). Multiple studies show that different locations draw out 
varied behaviours in tourists as well as those who are made aware of your travels, mainly 
because it is believed that the location gives indication of what type of traveller or a person 
you are (Perkins & Thorns, 2001; Larsen, 2005; Correira, Kozak & Reis, 2016). The Blue 
Lagoon is better known internationally than Hallgrímskirkja and the Sun Voyager, and it has 
a larger presence on Instagram as well with over a million associated posts. My best guess 
is that tourists are more active in sharing photos of themselves at the lagoon instead of in 
front of the church or the sculpture because they have deemed that connecting themselves 
directly with the lagoon is more impressive to their virtual audience. They might even want 
to suggest to their audience that they are like the influencers on the platform,  an assumption 
made on the fact that they suggestively pose and compose almost mimicking them. Another 
reason why I believe this is the case is because of the prevalence of adding even more 
hashtags to their photos, which can be considered to be an attempt to reach an even larger 
audience.  Likewise, using hashtags like #traveller, #adventure and #vacation can also be 
seen as a way for the poster to further embody the image which they wish to broadcast. 

My conclusion is that according to the observations I have made during the research is that 
tourist photography absolutely should be considered a performance, even if travel photos are 
often imitation of others. There is always some level of intellectual engagement, even though 
it varies, it cannot be denied that some tourists spend a substantial amount of time trying to 
capture the perfect photo. Some do this to illustrate their familial relations, relationship to 
their partner or friends or to defiantly frame their own selves as tourists within the landscape. 
Further proof of this, I feel, is the choice to attempt to spread their photos to wider audience 
by utilizing more hashtags than the ones who directly pertain to the location, as well as 
tagging their location in ‚stories‘, effectivaly exhibiting their location and performance 
lending even more to the development of their ‚spatial-self‘ (Schwartz & Haleguoa, 2015). 
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I do however believe that the type of photos that travellers take and how long they spend on 
developing them, whether that be the time they take to actually photograph or the time they 
spend editing them, is conditional to how ‘impressive’ or aesthetically pleasing they find the 
location. They do this to develop their ‘ideal selves’ in the eyes of their followers but also 
validate themselves in their own eyes (Goffman, 1959; Larsen, 2003). 

As previously noted, portraits were especially pronounced in connection with the Blue 
Lagoon. These photos were also noted to be even more posed and self-directed than at the 
other two locations. Tourists were observed to take even longer in their photographic 
performance here, taking multiple photos in more than one area, rather than quickly snapping 
a photograph and moving on. Previous research has shown that tourists appear to choose to 
associate themselves with places which they deem to be desirable in an attempt to actively 
display to others, in this case their followers, their importance due to their connection with 
the specific space (Schwartz & Haleguoa, 2015). The Blue Lagoon is arguably much more 
well-known globally than the other two spaces which were taken into consideration during 
the study, this may very well be why the tourists observed dedicated a longer time and more 
effort into getting a the ‘perfect’ portrait of themselves in the lagoon. Their ‘spatial-self’ may 
very well be seen as profiting more from being connected with the Blue Lagoon because of 
its notoriety (Schwarts & Helguoa, 2015). This is not to say that the tourists did not perform 
in the other places in a way which suggests that they intended to share their portraits, indeed 
I noted tourists posing deliberately for the camera by Hallgrimskirkja which closely 
resembled similar photos by the church which had been posted to Instagram. These photos 
were some of the tourist intentionally not looking at the camera, possibly to look more 
mysterious or worldly, while others made silly poses, seemingly to feign their enjoyment for 
the camera. It was clear that at least some of the tourists are performing directly for the 
camera with the intention to share the photos on social media, as was apparent for example 
in the comment which the girl made to her friends about which photo, she should choose to 
‘post’.  
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6 Summary and conclusion  
The study was conducted in the attempt to evaluate the possible effects of social media on 
the tourist gaze relative to performance, consumption and the development of their self. The 
subject was chosen because of the increased visibility of social media in modern life and 
interest in expanding knowledge on the consequences of its presence. Tourists travelling to 
Iceland already name social media as a deciding factor in their choice to visit the country, 
so it seemed logical that it may affect other characteristics of their travel. Two research 
questions were set forth in the beginning of the paper. The first one: Has social-media 
affected the behavior of tourists and their performance at tourist destinations? And the 
second one was: If present, how have the effects of increased social media use changed 
tourist consumption through performance, looking and their self-image?  

To answer the research questions, an observational ethnographical study was conducted. A 
systematic observational ethnography was first executed on the social media platform, 
Instagram. In an attempt to familiarize myself with the most prominent themes which are 
present in tourist photographs related to the specific spaces which were chosen for the study: 
The Sun Voyager, Hallgrímskirkja and the Blue Lagoon. This was possible through the 
surveillance of hash- and geo-tags which made it simple to search for photographs which 
had been intentionally linked with the spaces by the tourists themselves. The second part of 
the study was a more traditional observational ethnography, where I visited the physical 
spaces and took diligent notes on the performances and dialogues which the tourists 
displayed within the space, especially in connection with photography.  

The research does seem to indicate that social media has indeed had some effect on the 
tourist gaze. Not only do the observations made during the study indicate that many tourists 
intentionally, or unintentionally, recreate other photos which have been posted on Instagram. 
Their gaze seems to be pointed directly from the vantage point were these photos have 
previously been taken. The tourist’s performance likewise has been colored by their intent 
will to capture a ‘perfect’ photo, purposefully attempting to embody their idea of the tourist, 
whether that be stoic or pointedly cheerful. Consumption at each place was obviously based 
on capturing a photo rather than anything else, this was especially obvious at Hallgrimskirkja 
and the Sun Voyager, were some tourists did not even bother to stop to enjoy their 
surroundings in any capacity other than quickly posing for a photo and then rushing off to 
their next destination. This possibly means that Instagram, and in indeed other social media 
sites, are fundamental in development of selves, especially their travel self, where they can 
actively display to a wide audience their mobility. This may also mean that management at 
more destinations will choose to plan for this social media curated gaze during the staging 
of spaces. The Blue Lagoon has already seen the financial merit of selling waterproof cases 
which are directly facilitating the photographic consumption.  

I suggest that future research should delve deeper into the themes which have been identified 
- which could possibly span more fields than just tourism research or anthropology. In-depth 
research into the psychological effects social media has on the self with a focus on travel 
could be conducted. As well, as how social media presence has affected how tourists, 
especially younger ones, which are the most active social media users, evaluate the merit of 
destinations, as well as  the significance social media poses in their destination choice.
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