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The rise of virtual influencers
in tourism marketing: Analysing Esther
Olofsson’s visual branding on Instagram

Rosnaca popularnos¢ wirtualnych influencerow w marketingu turystycznym. Analiza
brandingu wizualnego Esther Olofsson na Instagramie

Abstract

Virtual influencers are non-human, digitally created
with human-like qualities. This study investigates
the visual self-presentation and branding strategies of
Esther Olofsson on Instagram using systematic visual
content analysis. Thereby exploring how Esther is visu-
ally constructed as a digital persona and how elements
of tourism, human likeness and influencer aesthetics
are integrated into her online representation. A sample
of 107 pictures from 94 posts published between Octo-
ber 2022 and October 2023 was selected. Tourism is
a key theme, particularly urban and cultural settings,
positioning Esther as an aspiring travel figure. The
study also highlights how virtual influencer challenge
traditional notions of identity, presence, and trust in
digital marketing. Overall, the study shows how visual
cues are strategically used to construct a coherent yet
ambiguous digital self that bridges human and virtual
identities. It contributes to research on influencer cul-
tures, visual communication, and the aesthetics of vir-
tual entities in tourism and branding.
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Streszczenie

Wirtualni influencerzy to cyfrowo wykreowane postacie
przypominajace rzeczywistych influenceréw, posiadaja-
ce cechy ludzkie, ale niemajace fizycznego odpowiedni-
ka w $wiecie rzeczywistym. Niniejszy artykut analizuje
strategie wizualnej prezentacji 1 brandingu stosowane
na Instagramie przez wirtualng influencerke Esther
Olofsson. Zastosowano systematyczna analize treSci wi-
zualnych, obejmujaca 107 zdje¢ z 94 postéw opubliko-
wanych miedzy pazdziernikiem 2022 a pazdziernikiem
2023 r. Szczegdlna uwage poéwiecono podobienstwu
do cztowieka (human-likeness) oraz estetyce wizualnej
zwigzanej z promocja miejsc turystycznych. Motyw po-
drézy dominuje w tresciach publikowanych przez Esther,
co pozycjonuje ja jako aspirujaca wirtualna influencerke
podréznicza. W analizie wyrdzniono dwa gléwne kon-
teksty: turystyke miejska oraz turystyke kulturowa.
Badanie ukazuje, w jaki sposéb poprzez komunikacje
wizualng budowana jest spdjna, lecz celowo niejedno-
znaczna cyfrowa tozsamoéé, taczaca elementy ludzkie
1 wirtualne. Wyniki stanowia istotny wklad w badania
nad estetyka wirtualnych postaci oraz cyfrowym self-
-brandingiem w kontekécie turystyki.

Stowa kluczowe

wirtualni influencerzy, influencerzy mediéw
spoleczno$ciowych, marketing turystyczny, analiza
materialéw wizualnych
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Introduction

With the ever-increasing amount of time that
consumers dedicate to their online activities, in-
fluencer marketing has become a key component
of marketing strategies (Choi et al., 2024; Kepios,
2025). Influencers have the power to shape us-
ers’ opinions, influence purchasing decisions, be-
haviours and create trends (Haenlein et al., 2020;
Yatish et al., 2023).

Generations Y and Z using social media frequent-
ly, prefer visual communication and innovative
content (Prakash Yadav & Rai, 2017). They check
updates several times daily (Chen, 2018; Barbe
& Neuburger, 2021), with up to 40% confirming pur-
chases influenced by social media personalities (In-
fluencer Marketing Factor, 2022). Instagram, Pin-
terest and TikTok are the most popular social media
platforms among these cohorts. For instance, Insta-
gram users carefully curate visually engaging still
and moving images, often using filters to appeal to
their audiences and to depict everyday experiences.
The platform prioritizes aesthetic visual sharing,
fostering creativity and high engagement levels,
which are closely tied to the processing of informa-
tion through visual stimuli (Leaver et al., 2020).

Tourism being an inherently visual field, relies
on pictorial content as key element in social media
marketing (Yu & Egger, 2021; Yu et al., 2025). Cap-
tions complement the visual communication by pro-
viding clear, concise, and descriptive information
that enhances processing fluency and engagement
(Vries et al., 2012; Hooker & Cooper, 2022; Yu et al.,
2025). Furthermore, features like hashtag, geotag
and user mentions help personalizing travellers’
experiences enabling them to organize and search
information addressing their preferences (Krisna et
al., 2019) and connecting users with shared inter-
ests (Mele et al., 2023).

Influencers shape followers purchasing decision
and travel intentions in the tourism sector (Magno
& Cassia, 2018; Xu Xu (Rinka) & Pratt, 2018).
Their continuing popularity has led businesses to
leverage their reach to market destinations, hotels,
airlines, and services (Femenia-Serra et al., 2022;
Li et al., 2023). By interacting and producing en-
gaging content, travel influencers enhance the visi-
bility and attractiveness of tourist locations, inspir-
ing potential visitors (Seeler et al., 2019).

The rise of virtual influencers (VI) marks a new
phase in digital transformation. These comput-
er-generated or artificial intelligence (AI)-driven
or computer-generated influencers (CGI) like Lil
Miquela, Shudu Gram, Esther Olofsson or Noonoouri
(Bai et al., 2019; Moustakas et al., 2020; Stein et
al., 2024; Yu et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2025) mimic
human influencers by sharing similar content and
interacting with audiences.
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Advances in generative Al have fuelled the
growth of VIs, widely active in lifestyle, fashion,
and cosmetic campaigns (Sands et al., 2022; Dogru
et al., 2023). Among them, Lil Miquela has man-
aged to attract 2.4 million followers on Instagram
(@Lilmiquela, n.d.-b) and 3.4 million on TikTok
(@Lilmiquela, n.d.-a). Samsung’s campaign with
Lil Miquela generated over 126 million organic
views and increased brand mentions by 12% (Beck-
er, 2019). Conti et al. (2022) highlight the potential
of VIs in marketing, but Moustakas et al. (2020) are
questioning their effectiveness. Nevertheless, in in-
dustries such as fashion, music and film VIs can be
effective in marketing and promotion (Wibawa et
al., 2022) and are likely to have a significant impact
on activities in tourism marketing (Xie-Carson et
al., 2023). The rare examples of VIs that are active
in tourism include Lizzie Yeo, who was appoint-
ed as honorary ambassador of the Korea Tourism
Organization in 2022 (Seung-Hye, 2022), as well
as Oh Rozy that partnered in 2022 with Singa-
pore Tourism Board to drive demand for travel
(Chung & Na, 2022). In the European context one
of the first VIs who was included in the tourism
marketing context was Esther Olofsson in 2020.
This trend continued in 2023, when the Italian
Ministry of Tourism introduced Venus Anadyo-
mene, a 30-year-old Instagram VI promoting Italy
as travel destination (Jhawar, 2024). Similarly,
in October 2024, the German National Tourism
Board launched its own Al influencer, Emma (Ha-
vard, 2024). Despite generating significant user
engagement on social media, both VIs faced con-
siderable criticism. Venus was accused of being
superficial and disconnected from reality, while
Emma drew critique for her stereotypical appear-
ance, lack of diversity, and technical limitations
(Povoledo, 2023; Rowan Kelleher, 2024).

The mechanisms behind the impact of VIs and
their characteristics as advocates, along with com-
parisons to human influencers and their effective-
ness need further investigations (Appel et al., 2020;
Moustakas et al., 2020), as they can shape consum-
ers perceptions (Dondapati & Dehury, 2024).

Despite growing interest in VIs, research lacks
clarity on how characteristics like controllability
and design flexibility can enhance marketing im-
pact. Unlike human influencers, VIs can be entirely
created, customized, and managed, allowing com-
plete control over their appearance, personality,
and behaviour. This enables systematic learning
from effective human influencer practices. Howev-
er, current studies mainly focus on user perceptions
(Bohndel et al., 2023), ethics (Kim & Wang, 2023),
or technological aspects, overlooking how con-
trolled adaptation could improve VI performance
in specific marketing contexts, particularly in tour-
ism. There is a need to explore how the controllable
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nature of VIs can be utilized and adapted to design
more effective influencer strategies.

This study examines the self-branding prac-
tices of VIs in tourism, focusing on Esther Olofs-
son’s Instagram presence. As the first VI created
for European tourism, Esther serves as a key case
for exploring VI’s communication strategies, social
media aesthetics, and visuals techniques in tour-
ism marketing. It explores their communication
strategies, social media aesthetics, and visual tech-
niques, highlighting their use for tourism market-
ing. A multimodal analysis will assess the role of
aesthetic design in effective communication, guided
by specific research questions:

1) How do VIs like Esther Olofsson differ from
traditional influencers?

2) How effectively do they leverage visual repre-
sentation, including the portrayal of diverse cul-
tures and communities, to influence perceptions of
travel destinations in tourism marketing?

3) How does the VI Esther Olofsson establish and
cultivate her branded self on Instagram?

Since the use of VI in marketing is relatively new
there is little research available regarding the pic-
torial (visual) communication and self-presenta-
tion strategies of VI in social media. Visual content
analysis has been widely employed on various stud-
ies on social media influencers” (SMI) visual pre-
sentations and on touristic-related visuals shared
(Stepchenkova & Zhan, 2013; Mak, 2017; Geyer
et al., 2024). Therefore, a visual content analysis
topped with textual analysis of Esthers posts from
October 2022 to October 2023, explores how she en-
gages audiences, aligns with influencer trends, and
contributes to tourism marketing. This research
advances marketing knowledge by exploring how to
optimize the effectiveness of VI. As VI and genera-
tive-Al entities increasingly shape digital content
creation, understanding how to design and manage
Al-generated personas has become vital for mar-
keters and researchers. The results of this study
provide guidance for developing more effective VI
self-branding strategies focused on boosting au-
thenticity, engagement, narrative design and trust
to maximize marketing impact.

Literature review

Social media influencers

To understand VlIs, it is helpful to first define
SMIs, facilitating their differentiation from human
influencers. Table 1 shows a range of definitions
and interpretations that encompass the term influ-
encer. An SMI is an individual person that is ac-
tive in social media on selected topics. Besides, they
have an expertise in and have the inherent capabil-
ity to tangibly influence the behaviour, preferences,
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or perceptions of other users with a specific area of
interest. This influential ability arises from their
authentic resonance, engaging content, and the
trust they build through meaningful engagement
up to a specific credibility. SMIs can be subdivid-
ed based on the number of followers, starting from
nano influencers that have up to 10,000 followers
to mega influencers with communities of one to five
million people (Xie-Carson et al., 2023). Further
classifications are based on the social media plat-
form and the format of the content shared by the in-
fluencer. It can be distinguished between bloggers,
Instagrammers, Youtubers, TikTokers and others.
Also, influencers can be classified by their content’s
industry or field, such as travel, food, health, or
fashion and by their target audience, for instance
family, millennial or nomads.

Virtual influencers

Virtual influencers are non-human digitally cre-
ated characters that emulate human-like qualities.
Usually, they are created with CGI or Al (Conti
et al., 2022), VIs engage in interactive communi-
cations with an aim to obtain influential status
among consumers. Despite their artificial nature,
they engage, share content, and promote brands
like human influencers. Over time VI definitions
have evolved (Table 2), reflecting advancements in
technology and their expanding role in social media
marketing. Early definitions focused on VIs as CGI
entities with a social media presence. As research
progressed, later definitions emphasized their di-
verse appearances, digital creation methods, and
their ability to promote brands and interact with
audiences. More recent definitions highlight the
Al-powered aspect of VIs, emphasizing their role as
social media celebrities capable of engagement and
influence like human influencers.

VlIs, like SMIs, vary in appearance from anthro-
pomorphic, such as Lil Miquela or Esther Olofs-
son to animalistic (zoomorphic) like guggimon or
animated such as Nobody Sausage and Noonori
(Berryman et al., 2021). They function as opinion
leaders, promoting brands and destinations (Rodri-
go-Martin et al., 2021; Hofeditz et al., 2022).

Compared to human influencers, VIs offer precise
branding alignment (Berryman et al., 2021; Miao et
al., 2021), and more brand safety because the story
and life of VIs do not have a potentially controver-
sial (Masteralexis et al., 2021). Advances in tech-
nology and adoption of generative Al have made VI
and content creation easier, accessible and conve-
nient (Wei & Tyson, 2024). However, these advanc-
es have led to debates regarding aesthetic, ethics
and legal aspects, as users struggle to distinguish
Al-generated from human-created content (Lasz-
kiewicz & Kalinska-Kula, 2023). Recent studies
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Table 1. Definition of social media influencers

Author(s)

Journal

Definition

Abidin (2015)

Ada: A Journal
of Gender, New Media,
& Technology

“Everyday, ordinary Internet users who accumulate a relatively large
following on blogs and social media through the textual and visual
narration of their personal lives and lifestyles, engage with their
following in digital and physical spaces, and monetize their following
by integrating ‘advertorials’ into their blogs or social media posts

and making physical paid-guest appearances at events”

de Veirman et al.
(2017)

International Journal
of Advertising

“People who have built a sizeable social network of people following
them [and] they are seen as a regard for being a trusted tastemaker
in one or several niches”

Freberg et al.
(2011)

Public Relations Review

“SMIs represent a new type of independent third-party endorser
who shape audience attitudes through blogs, tweets, and the use
of other social media”

Ki & Kim (2019)

Psychology
& Marketing

“SMIs are people who have established credibility with large social
media audiences because of their knowledge and expertise on particular
topics, and thereby exert a significant influence on their followers’

and peer consumers’ decisions. SMIs also can be defined as independent
third-party endorsers who have developed sizeable social networks

by sharing details about their personal lives, experiences, and opinions
publicly through texts, pictures, videos, hashtags, location

check-ins, ete.”

Lou & Yuan
(2019)

Journal of Interactive
Advertising

“A social media influencer is first and foremost a content generator:
one who has a status of expertise in a specific area, who has cultivated
a sizable number of captive followers — who are of marketing value

to brands — by regularly producing valuable content via social media”

Yatish et al.
(2023)

Electronic Commerce
Research

“[...] social media influencers are essentially people who develop and
maintain a personal brand and a following on social media through
posts that intertwin their personality and lifestyle with the products
(e.g., goods, services, ideas, places, people) that they promote, which

can influence the way their followers behave (e.g., attitudes, perceptions,
preferences, choices, decisions), positively (e.g., purchase) or negatively
(e.g., do not purchase)”

Source: own elaboration.

Table 2. Definition of (Al) virtual influencers

Author(s)

Journal/conference

Definition

Shin & Lee (2020)

14th International
Conference on
Ubiquitous Information
Management

and Communication

“Virtual influencers are fictive computer-generated images (CGIs),
which are generated by artificial models with computer vision-oriented
graphic technologies”

Moustakas et al.
(2020)

2020 International
Conference on Cyber
Security and Protection
of Digital Services
(Cyber Security)

“Virtual influencers are computer-generated influencers (CGI)
or artificial intelligence influencers (AIl) with a social media presence”

Berryman et al.
(2021)

The 22nd Annual
Conference of the
Association of Internet
Researchers

“Virtual influencers are characters native to social media, with

no singular referent in the offline world. Ranging in appearance

from eerily humanoid to entirely fantastical, and utilising computer-
generated imagery and animation of varying sophistication, quality
and photorealism, virtual influencers are typically designed

to accumulate audiences and promote products, brands and/or messages”

Miao et al. (2021)

Journal of Marketing

“[...] virtual characters, broadly known as avatars, which we define
as digital entities with anthropomorphic appearance, controlled
by a human or software, that have an ability to interact”

Marketing 1 Rynek/Journal of Marketing and Market Studies, ISSN 1231-7853
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Table 2 cont.

Author(s)

Journal/conference

Definition

Thomas & Fowler
(2021)

Journal of Advertising

“Al influencer [are] digitally created artificial human who is associated
with Internet fame and use software and algorithms to perform tasks
like humans”

Sookkaew
& Saephoo (2021)

International
Journal of Advanced

“Virtual influencers, are created by humans through the creation
of digital tools that mimic human behaviour through the use of creative

Computer Science and
Applications

design”

IEEE Communications
Magazine

Conti et al. (2022)

“[A] VI [is] a person or thing created by software that can influence
others, primarily through marketing collaborations or participation

in social campaigns, and is solely created and consumed via digital
mediums. They resemble human characteristics, behavior, and actions
but do not correspond to any human in the real world. [...] They are
created by 3D artists using computer-generated imagery (CGI) and
motion capture technologies to depict them as real people in real
situations. Sometimes, VIs are digitally altered versions of real people
or a digital combination of a CGI-made head and a real person’s body”

Stein et al. (2024) | New Media & Society

“Social media celebrities that appear partially or fully artificial
in nature (e.g. as digitally rendered 3D characters), while presenting
the same type of content as real human influencer”

Kim et al. (2025) International Journal

of Advertising

“VIs are Al-powered fictional digital personas, crafted to interact
and influence audiences on various media platforms”

Source: own elaboration.

have shown that users tend to perceive Al-gener-
ated and influencer-managed accounts as more at-
tractive than official or public accounts (Dogru et
al., 2023; Park et al., 2024).

Use of SMI and VI in tourism context

In tourism, electronic word of mouth (eWOM) is
understood as any positive or negative statement
about a product, service, company or destination
shared online with a wide audience (Albayrak
& Ceylan, 2021). Interpersonal influence is impor-
tant because of the intangible nature of tourism and
the fact that the quality of tourism products cannot
be fully evaluated before the purchase (Litvin et
al., 2008; Phillips et al., 2013). Key parts of eWOM
are content regarding opinions, pictures and videos
from Influencers. Influencer marketing is an effec-
tive and efficient campaign method of social media
marketing in tourism shaping consumers decisions
by promoting destinations and services through so-
cial media (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010; Xu Xu (Rinka)
& Pratt, 2018; Pop et al., 2021; Yilmazdogan et al.,
2021). Images presenting tourism places influence
tourist's behaviour in pre-visit, during visit and
post-visit stages, but most of the current research
focuses on pre-visit phase because its influence is
significantly related to tourists decision making
(Molinillo et al., 2018).

The effectiveness of influencer marketing is in-
fluenced by credibility, trust, opinion leadership,
para-social relationships, and brand-influencer fit

(Femenia-Serra et al., 2022; Horng et al., 2024).
Previous studies have examined how influencers
affect consumer decision-making (Magno & Cassia,
2018; Pop et al., 2021), increase destination ap-
peal Xu Xu (Rinka) & Pratt, 2018), and are inte-
grated into strategies of destination management
organizations (DMO) (Stoldt et al., 2019). One of
the key challenges in working with VIs is building
trust, a fundamental element in persuasion, infor-
mation-seeking, and engagement (Karagiir et al.,
2022). However, trust in VIs tend to be low, as fol-
lowers can easily identify them as artificial. Visser
et al. (2016) indicates that consumers trust ava-
tars less than human influencers. To address this,
anthropomorphism has been identified as a key
design strategy. VIs that appear and behave more
like humans, by using facial expressions are accom-
panied by others or use gendered voices tend to be
perceived as more credible and trustworthy (Fong
& Mar, 2015; Westerman et al., 2015; Cascio Rizzo
et al., 2023; Vinoi et al., 2025).

However, regarding VI there is an additional lay-
er of complexity introduced by the concept of un-
canny valley-theory. First proposed by Masahiro
Mori (1970 in Japanese) uncanny valley theory de-
scribes the phenomena of discomfort when encoun-
tering entities that closely resemble humans but
have subtle differences, could significantly affect
the trustworthiness, authenticity and credibility of
VIs (Mori et al., 2012). Much like humanoid robots,
highly anthropomorphic VIs such as Esther Olofs-
son possess a high degree of human-likeness. For
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anthropomorphic VIs it is necessary to reach the
second peak to bride the uncanny valley by increas-
ing their level of human-likeness. VIs can be de-
signed to mimic human behaviour, for example, by
responding promptly, maintaining a consistent on-
line presence. These elements contribute to a sense
of liveliness and make VIs more accessible. The in-
clusion of emotion expressions, gestures, voice var-
iations and other forms of emotion communication
can help to bridge the uncanny valley and meet us-
ers’ expectations (Zhang et al., 2020).

Another factor that impacts influencers® cred-
ibility is intimate self-disclosure understood as
sharing intimate personal information with others,
allowing to develop a connection and closeness to
followers. Furthermore, intimate self-disclosure
has a significant effect on tourist® travel intention
(Faisal & Dhusia, 2022). Apart from the influencers
themselves, credibility and trustworthiness, anoth-
er important element in social media is the con-
tent and its quality. In tourism marketing, travel
photography is essential to inspire tourist decision
process (Joyner et al., 2018), shapes cognitive and
affective image of a destination conveys tourism
experience (Yu & Ko, 2017), and can be influential
(Paul i1 Agusti, 2018; Jhawar, 2024). Instagram,
known for aesthetic travel photography and the use
of filters, enhances the persuasive power of such
content (Baron & Ciechomsk, 2019).

Photo aesthetics depend on factors like light, col-
our, angle, focus, and composition. User engage-
ment is especially influenced by light quality and
colour, with harmonious tones and the presence of
blue enhancing emotional impact and visual appeal
(Datta et al., 2006; Yu & Egger, 2021; Hauser et al.,
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2022). The quality of sharpness is one of the key
components and improves image perception (Luo
& Tang, 2008; Faris Belt, 2012). Connected to fo-
cus is the angle of view, various camera angles can
therefore alter the same photo to be perceived in
a different way and influence aesthetic perception
as well as the viewer’s relationship with the image
(Kraft, 1987).

In conclusion, eWOM, especially through influ-
encer and virtual influencer marketing, plays a key
role in shaping tourism consumer behaviour. Trust,
credibility, and content quality are vital, though
the uncanny valley and low trust in VI remain chal-
lenges.

Esther Olofssons — virtual influencer created
and used in tourism marketing

Esther Olofsson is a VI created in 2020 by the
Dutch marketing agency RAUWcc. Her brand-
ed-self and identity were set up and constructed
by her creators to promote a consistent, marketa-
ble and authentic self-image. She is 29 years old,;
originally from Malmé and was living in Rotter-
dam since 2019. With brown hair, brown eyes and
distinctive moles on her face, her appearance is
remarkable. Her personality is optimistic, adven-
turous, and honest. She is passionate about ar-
chitecture, fine cuisine and photography. Initially
created as a local influencer, Esther partners with
local businesses, including a campaign with the
Hotel Postillion in 2020/21 emphasizing digitali-
zation and innovation (Figure 1) and a campaign
with the Dordrecht museum, promoting exhibitions

Figure 1. Esther Olofsson promoting Postillion Hotel in Rotterdam

Source: Instagram post (@esther.olofsson, 2020).

@ estherolofsson « Gefolgt

Postillion Hotel & Convention Centre A

@ esther.olofsson Win a holiday
getaway! @ As | can't spend my

holidays visiting my family in Sweden
this year, @postillionhotels invited me
for a staycation in Amsterdam. | went
for Christmas shoppings and explored
this city, as | haven't really been in
Amsterdam often before. %

| really really loved my stay and | have

Qv N
& Gefdllt maartenreijgersberg und 64 weitere
Personen
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Figure 2. Esther Olofsson promoting Dordrecht Museum and its exhibitions

o dordrechtsmuseum « F

Do Mttt

o dordrechtsmuseum ESTHER OLOFSSON | bezosia Cuyp

@ estherolofsson Loved itl @
e rekemmenderac” @G [~
oQv W

Cefallt estherclofsson und 155 weitere Personen

Source: Instagram post (@esther.olofsson, 2021).

Figure 3. Esther Olofsson post published during her visit in Queenstown (New Zealand)

e estherslobacasphones + F
e sthe ohofiscrmuplin s 22 o alime T LRl phirygourd

promovts__ 04 Wiw Send It On g

2awv [

& Sra masrteranggrebig L 18 wetee Prrones

® -

Source: Instagram post (@Estherolofssonexplores, 2023).
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and attracting tourists (Figure 2) (Postillion Hotels,
2020; Rauwce, 2022). Over time, the strategy of
self-brand of Esther Olofsson evolved.

By late 2022, Esther started travelling globally
creating content from various destinations via a new
Instagram account (@Estherolofssonexplores, n.d.)
in order to focus the content on travel-related topics
and position her as travelling influencer (Figure 3).
What changed within time was also the technolo-
gy used to produce the content. Initially, her posts
were created based on real pictures taken during
model shoots, later digitally processed. Nowadays,
all content is Al-generated, allowing travel story-
telling without physical travel.

According to the marketing agency RAUWCce, Es-
ther had not been involved in paid campaigns be-
tween 2022-2023. Her Instagram account primarily
showcases technological innovations and the agen-
cy’s creative work (Rauwce, online, 2023, personal
communication). Esther is active across multiple
platforms with varying engagement. On Instagram,
her account, with 224 posts and 891 followers
remains relatively niche, a circumstance offering
a unique opportunity to observe the early-stage de-
velopment of a VI (@esther.olofsson, n.d.).

Method

This study applies a visual content analysis to
systematically examine the use of photography of
Esther Olofsson’s Instagram posts. The method is
used because it enables a structured investigation
of visual patterns, including composition, self-pre-
sentation, and thematic content, which are cen-
tral to understanding construction of influencer
self-branding. It allows for both quantitative mea-
surement of frequencies, co-occurrences, and clus-
tering, while maintaining an exploratory, qualita-
tive focus on emerging patterns and meaning (Bell,
2004; Kuckartz & Radiker, 2023). Consequently,
the study maintains an exploratory focus, aiming
to identify and interpret patterns as they emerge
from the data.

Sampling, data collection and cleaning

This exploratory, qualitative study relies on
a purposive sample of Instagram posts published
by Esther Olofsson. The posts were archived man-
ually within a year period. The date range starts
from Esther's first post on the 28® of October 2022
until the 28 of October 2023 resulting in 124 posts
including stories and reels. Due to album func-
tion on Instagram (Leaver et al., 2020) the data
base summing up in 137 screenshots. Data col-
lection included elements such as the permanent
hyperlink to each post, screenshots containing the
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individual components of the post i.e., image, cap-
tion, and initial comments. All hyperlinks were
checked in April 2025 to ensure they are still avail-
able. In addition, important metadata such as date
of post, classification of format, caption, metrics
and explicit geotags or associated user mentions
are systematically collected. Therefore, data is
comprised of text, emojis, and visuals. Emojis are
widely used across digital platforms and offer a nu-
anced layer of emotional context that complements
the captions and comments (Ge & Gretzel, 2018;
Bai et al., 2019; Godard & Holtzman, 2022). To in-
terpret the visuals combined with textual elements,
the emotions mediated using emojis were exam-
ined, thereby referring to the Emoji Lexica (Godard
& Holtzman, 2022) and the list of emoji characters
by Unicode Consortium (Unicode, 2024). This is im-
portant because images and text hardly appeared
isolated in Instagram (Leaver et al., 2020; Lobinger
& Mele, 2021).

The study exclusively concerned visual content in
form of static images and albums consisting of mul-
tiple static images combined in a post. Posts with
dynamic images or images accompanied by sound,
such as stories and Reels were initially excluded.
The reason for exclusion lies in the nature of these
elements, which require a different method of anal-
ysis. Reposts, collages, Al-generated pictures and
pictures of other people which are not related to
Esther were also excluded. Reposts were excluded
to minimize redundancy, as they are essentially
duplicates of the original posts. This exclusion con-
tributes to reducing irrelevant data that could bias
the results helping to maintain research clarity.
Hence, 30 images were removed, resulting in the
final sample of 107 images from 94 posts.

Analysis

Validation and coding procedures

The validation and preliminary phase were con-
ducted by three researchers using consensual cod-
ing method and additionally testing intercoder
reliability (Kuckartz, 2014; Kuckartz & Radiker,
2023). The categories are formed using a deduc-
tive-inductive approach. The creation of the deduc-
tive categories was conducted in advance (Kuckartz
& Radiker, 2023). Hence, Mis en sénce categories
are embedded to analyse elements arranged with-
in the frame (e.g. camera perspective, type of shot)
(Kraft, 1987; Giannetti, 2008; Bienk, 2019), cate-
gories addressing influencer's self-branding while
referring to Goffman’s scheme of feminist presenta-
tion (Liu & Suh, 2017) as well as typical poses (Liu
& Suh, 2017; Gotz, 2020) were employed to inves-
tigate the appearance of Esther as an influencer.
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Categories presenting the uncanny valley theory
(Mori et al., 2012; Xie-Carson et al., 2023) were ap-
plied to explore the concept of possible discomfort of
the appearance of Esther. Additionally tourism and
vacation type categories (von Dérnberg et al., 2018;
Duman et al., 2020) were combined and embedded
to segment Esthers tourist behaviour and vacation
types promoted. In the initial phase the sample was
manually coded with the predetermined deductive
codes by one researcher (A). All posts were first cod-
ed with “number of people” or “no people”. Then,
posts were subject to general coding with the de-
ductive codes: portrait, selfie, camera perspective,
type of shot, withdrawal, stance, tourism types, hu-
man likeness. However, it became evident during
this preliminary coding stage the deductive codes
did not cover all the features in the data sample
and revealed unanticipated themes. In response to
this an inductive coding phase was introduced. This
phase facilitated the inclusion, adjustment, and
removal of codes from the coding system. A subse-
quent consultative process with researcher B estab-
lished consensus within the research to ensure that
the revised coding system is adequate. Therefore,
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the deductive codes were supplemented by induc-
tive codes. The final code book included a total
of 15 categories consisting of 60 subcategories
(Table 3). This combined deductive—inductive ap-
proach ensured a theoretically grounded and em-
pirically comprehensive coding system that ade-
quately reflected the study’s scope and objectives.
The analysis of the caption is based on the data
used, namely in form of words, sentences, hashtags,
tags and emojis found in the Esther’s posts (n = 94).
This included the use of hashtag, mention, loca-
tion-related information, text enriching symbols
like Emojis, call or requests (e.g. Wish me luck on my
journey), arising questions to the community (e.g.
What do you think?), expressive sentences which
convey emotions, feelings, or personal thoughts
(e.g. This must have been the most breathtaking
experience), positive affirmations ( e.g. Loving life),
factual presentation of information (e.g. Walking
through the markets of Tel Aviv) and discouraging
or demotivating statements. To ensure the reliabil-
ity of the coding system, intercoder reliability was
used to check the degree of agreement between sev-
eral coders. The codes assigned to the pictures by

Table 3. Code system

Category

Subcategory

Tourist hotspots

Season

Spring, summer, autumn, winter

Tourism types

Health, recreational & wellness tourism, environmental tourism, adventure tourism,
historical & cultural tourism, business tourism, urban tourism

Animals

Domestic animals, wildlife

Human likeness

Eerie resemblance, subtle imperfections, hyper realistic digital personality, human-
indistinguishable

Clothing

Regional/cultural clothing, daily clothing, sportswear, high fashion

Haircut

Short, middle, long

Number of people in picture

None, solo (Esther), 2 to 3 people, group

Withdrawal Back to the camera, covering face, averting gaze, gazing at the viewer
Stance Kneeling, lying, squatting down, standing, walking, sitting, crossed leg, posed leg bent
Theme Nature & animals, business & conference, education, wellness, sightseeing, traditions

& culture, adventure & sport, gadgets & gaming, culinary, social life, landscape

Camera perspective

High angle, low angel, eye level

Type of shot

Full/wide shot, medium full shot/American, cowboy shot, medium shot, medium close up,
close up/detail

Portrait

Selfie

Source: own elaboration (Kraft, 1987; Giannetti, 2008; Mori et al., 2012; Liu & Suh, 2017; von Dornberg et al., 2018; Bienk, 2019;
Duman et al., 2020; Gétz, 2020; Xie-Carson et al., 2023)
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three coders are assessed for the extent of similar
and matching coding decisions. Using MAXQDA
the agreement occurs when the code on the image
was assigned equally by the coders (MacPhail et al.,
2016; O’Connor & dJoffe, 2020). Following the pilot
testing, a randomly selected sample of 50% of 107
visuals (n = 54) were coded independently by re-
searcher A and B and showed intercoder reliability
of 94.07%. In addition, the coding system was sub-
jected to a second validation phase to confirm its
reliability and applicability by a third coder. This
phase included independent coding of a subset of 20
posts to confirm the robustness of the system and
consistency between three coders. An intercoder re-
liability between researcher A and C of 85.53% and
between researcher B and C of 84.89% was reached.

The initial agreement between researcher A and
B is very high, while the agreements between re-
searcher C and both A and B is slightly lower, but
still substantial. This indicates that the coding sys-
tem is reliable and consistent across different cod-
ers. Any discrepancies were discussed between re-
searcher A, B and C author and a mutual decision
was agreed upon.

Results

Visual presentation and self-branding
of Esther Olofsson

Frequencies for each of the categories and subcat-
egories were run to explore the content of Esther
on Instagram. Most of the pictures include Esther
(92.51%), whereby pictures of Esther alone are the
most frequently represented (68.22%) followed by
Esther with 2 to 3 people (13.08%) or with a group
of people (11.21%). Although 2 to 3 people or groups
are present, they usually appear in the background
and are often blurred without actively interacting
with Esther. Occasions where Esther poses with
others are rare (n = 26) and she is never presented
with other VI (Sookkaew & Saephoo, 2021). Mis en
sceéne analysis highlights camera perspectives and
types of shots used in the pictures. Regarding cam-
era perspective, “eye level” (81.3%) is constituting
a significant portion of the analysed pictures to refer
to the observer’s point of view. “Low angle” (10.3%)
and “high angle” (5.6%) are underrepresented in com-
parison. The dominant shot type is “full/wide shot”
(30.84%) followed by “medium close up” (28.04%)
and “medium shot” (22.43%) focusing on the subject
and surroundings. “Cowboy shot” (10.28%), “close
up/detail” (4.67%) and “medium full shot/American”
(3,74%) appear rarely. Less than half of the pictures
are portrait (40.2%) or selfie (6,5%).

Examine influencer prestation styles, the re-
sults show that 63.64% of Esther's photos (n = 99)
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feature her standing, 14.14% sitting and 8,08%
walking. Rare poses like lying, crossed leg and
posed leg bent occur in 4.04%, while kneeling or
squatting occur in 1,01% of the posts. Esther is gaz-
ing at the viewer in 53.54% of the pictures, with
minimal facial expression, never showing distinct
emotions. In 43.43% she is averting the gaze, 3.03%
of the pictures show her back, and none featuring
her covering her face.

Reading clothing styles, daily clothing (59.60%)
dominates, followed by regional clothing address-
ing specific geographic region or cultural groups,
sportswear (15.5%) and high-fashion (10.10%). Her
haircut varies from short (9.09%) to long (31.31%)
but mostly has a middle hair length (59,60%). Her
hairstyle remains timeless and discreet, avoiding
eccentric styles.

Analysis of Esther’s “human likeness” reveals
an eerie resemblance (24.24%) and subtle imper-
fections (33.33%), which exposing her as a VI. In
27.27% she appears as “hyper realistic digital
personality” and “human-indistinguishable” in
15.15%. In 26 pictures, Esther appears with other
people, whereby in combination with humans she
appears in 73.08% with eerie resemblance and sub-
tle imperfections.

Few pictures include landscape photography
(7.48%) or animals (6.5%). Evaluating the tour-
ism-related results, 2 of the 107 pictures could not
be assigned to a tourism type. Of 104 travel-related
pictures, urban tourism (31.43%) followed by his-
torical & cultural tourism (23.81%) and environ-
mental tourism (20%) are communicated. Business
travel occurs in 10.48%, while adventure tourism
(7.62%) or health, recreational & wellness tourism
(6.67%) are less represented. Tourist hotspots ap-
pear in 25 of 107 posts, likewise, tourism types,
7 pictures could not be assigned with the category
“season”. Due to their indoor settings and portrait
shots where neither background nor clothing was
visible, 100 pictures remained to be coded. 50% of
pictures depict summer, followed by spring (25%),
fall (14%) and winter season (11%).

Metrics and caption

Metrics of Esther's Instagram reveals activity
and community engagement growth. Between Oc-
tober 2022 until October 2023, her posts increased
to 124 and she reached 570 followers. In compari-
son, the number of accounts followed by Esther in-
creases slightly and remains stable for a large part
of the observation period.

Captions analysis (n = 94) shows that every post
has a caption and includes emojis. A total of 294
emojis are used with a median of 2 per post. Ex-
ternal relationships are reflected in 36 tags men-
tioning other people across 20 captions (21.28%),
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mostly for brands” tags (36.11%), followed by con-
ferences (25%), people (19.44%), locations (13.89%)
and music festivals (5.56%). Locations such as cit-
ies, regions and countries appear in continuous text
and hashtags (81.91%). Furthermore, all captions
contained hashtags. A total of 1044 hashtags over
the period of a year were used, with a clear increase
in the number of hashtags used towards the end of
the year. Captions include 2 to 21 hashtags (me-
dian 10) with frequently used hashtags “virtual-
human” (n = 129), “estheroloffsonexplores”(n = 56)
and “artificialhuman” (n = 50). Non-hashtag words
range from everyday concepts such as “day” (n =
26) and “see” (n = 22) to more abstract notions like
“experience” (n = 19) and “beauty” (n = 14). Similar
results are shown referring to word combinations.
The most common word combination with hash-
tags is “artificialintelligence”, “artificialhuman”,
“athuman” (n = 42). Considering the linguistic ex-
pressions and the manner of speech a combination
of expressive (34.9%), informational (41.7%) and
affirmative (13.1%) communication are applied in
captions enriched with interactions requests to us-
ers in the form of calls (1.7%) and discussion invita-
tions (8.6%). No pessimistic tone is employed.

Discussion and conclusion

The results of this study provide empirical in-
sights into the visual presentation and self-brand-
ing strategies of the VI Esther Olofsson, analysed
in the light of existing literature on factors affecting
effectiveness and influence of influencers in tourism
marketing. Clearly, VIs differ in their mode of cre-
ation and control. Human influencers digital per-
sonas evolve organically whereby VIs are entirely
constructed and managed entities that mimic hu-
man influencers and interact with audiences (Kim
et al., 2025). Although Esther can be curated pre-
cisely, allowing consistent branding, storytelling,
and aesthetic control, and enabling the targeted ap-
plication of theoretical insights on trust, authentic-
ity, engagement, and narrative strategy, her over-
all effectiveness and self-branding still show room
for improvement and refinement. As stated in the
literature, the effectiveness of influencer marketing
is impacted by their credibility, parasocial relation-
ships as well as brand-influencer fit (Femenia-Serra
et al., 2022; Horng et al., 2024). Anthropomorphism
is one of the most important factors that impact
trust and credibility. VI can be humanized through
storytelling, by publishing information about aims,
ambitions, challenges, values, which helps to devel-
op an emotional connection between audience and
VI (Moustakas et al., 2020). According to homophily
theory, these identities allow certain audiences to
connect with them on a personal level, potentially
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fostering engagement and trust (Gupta et al., 2020),
which are important factors in influencer market-
ing. However, the artificial nature of VI limits their
ability to generate homophily compared to human
influencers who express authentic personal experi-
ences (Stein et al., 2024). Establishing homophily is
limited as VI cannot share lived experiences, they
can only attempt to appear relatable by using sto-
rytelling (Moustakas et al., 2020) or by posting pic-
tures including others, to receive more engagement
(Cascio Rizzo et al., 2023). Esther in her self-brand-
ing strategy uses several elements of storytelling,
the audience knows her background, personality
and follows the travels she undertakes. Esther sup-
presses emotional expression, which contrasts with
the often spontaneous, emotionally charged, or in-
timate content of human influencers, which help to
build emotional connection, foster authenticity and
strengthen para-social bonds. The case of Esther
Olofsson suggests a tension between this strategy
and the limitations of visual believability. While
her hairstyle is mostly consistent, occasional dras-
tic changes in length within short time intervals
reveal her artificial nature and disrupt the illusion
of human continuity, weakening the audience’s
emotional connection and disrupting her consistent
online presence. Only in 24% of the posts, Esther is
presented with other individuals, this suggests that
she is rarely presented in social settings, limiting
social connectedness. Alongside others, her visual
appearance includes elements of the uncanny val-
ley human likeness scale: eerie resemblance and
subtle imperfections, which reinforces her artificial
nature. Nevertheless, during the time of analysis
Esthers appearance has evolved to become increas-
ingly human-like. This suggests a gradual normal-
ization of her visual presence and a growing view-
er familiarity, which reduces the initial uncanny
effect (Zhang et al., 2020). This reveals a conflict,
although the presence of companions theoretically
contributes to the humanization of VIs, it can also
reinforce their artificiality, making trust building
more difficult. To address this issue, sophisticated
design strategies are required, harmonizing social
context with visual coherence, as seen in her fur-
ther visual development. Esther leverages visual
representation effectively by consistently position-
ing herself within tourism context showing, how VI
can be integrated in tourism marketing activities
by spreading eWOM by sharing opinions, pictures,
recommendations in social media (Xiang & Gret-
zel, 2010). Esther does not concentrate on specific
tourism types, whereas urban and historical and
cultural tourism are dominating. However, the por-
trayal of diverse cultures and communities appears
limited in depth. While the imagery signals cul-
tural engagement, it tends to focus on tourist hot-
spots rather than authentic representation of local
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culture. Esther’s wardrobe includes regional or lo-
cal clothing in 15.5% of the posts, referring to cul-
turally specific styles. Due to her artificial nature,
she may be perceived as less susceptible to accu-
sations of cultural appropriation, as she does not
possess a personal identity or cultural background
in the human sense. This raises thought-provoking
questions about how VI might navigate socio-cul-
tural boundaries and symbolic sensitivities that
apply to human influencers. Her posts often depict
recognizable travel settings by traveling to several
destinations in all seasons. VIs can be staged in any
season regardless of actual time. This also shows
the temporal and spatial flexibility, because Vs
are not bound by physical limitations. However,
it is important to maintain temporal and seasonal
consistency in both visual content and storytelling.

Esther curates her branded self through an or-
chestrated visual strategy. To foster a stronger
connection between the audience she uses camera
perspectives such as eye level (Kraft, 1987). To
guarantee a more comprehensive depiction of the
environment, such as the locations she visits, full,
wide and medium shots are used (Liu & Suh, 2017).
The consistent mise en scéne creates a coherent digi-
tal identity. Comparing Esthers presentations with
typical poses, such as crossed leg (Liu & Suh, 2017,
Gotz, 2020), it shows that these poses are not com-
monly used by her. To enhance the presentation
style and further humanize VI, it could be beneficial
to adopt more body postures typically associated
with human influencers. Tourism settings further
position her as a culturally aware, stylish traveller,
reinforcing her brand as a modern and approacha-
ble VI. Esthers use of captions aligns with existing
literature on influencer marketing, where captions
complement visual content and enhance audience
engagement (Yu & Egger, 2021; Hooker & Cooper,
2022; Yu et al., 2025). Her frequent use of emojis,
hashtags, and tags, and the incorporation of person-
al and location-based references, mirrors strategies
that boost engagement and connect with followers
on a personal level (Krisna et al., 2019; Feng et
al., 2021). Additionally, the linguistic expressions
in her captions reflect a combination of informa-
tive, expressive, and affirmative communication,
supporting her approach to audience connection
(Vries et al., 2012; Yu et al., 2025). Although the
study analyses pictures and captions as separate
components, it is important to recognize their in-
terdependence. On Instagram visual and textual el-
ements jointly construct meaning. Initially, Esther
Olofsson’s persona appears to be strategically craft-
ed aligning with the role of a tourism influencer.
However, it is noticeable that she does not use trav-
el-related hashtags but mainly emphasizes her ar-
tificial personality. In doing so, she does not fully
perform as travel influencer, since the absence of
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travel-related hashtags limits the audience’s abil-
ity to discover the impressions she shares (Krisna
et al., 2019; Mele et al., 2023). Regarding this, her
artificial personality became more centred leading
to an Al Ambassador nowadays.

In summary, the case of Esther Olofsson illus-
trates both the potential and the limitations of VIs.
While her digital flexibility and curated persona
offer strategic advantages, especially in tourism
marketing, the challenges of authenticity, artificial
nature and emotional resonance remain. To fully
leverage the potential of VIs there is a balance ne
eded between visual coherence, narrative continu-
ity, and human-like engagement strategies, while
recognizing the limits of artificial trust-building in
comparison to their human counterparts. As influ-
encer marketing and Al continue to evolve in tour-
ism, VI are expected to gain prominence (Xie-Carson
et al., 2023). Their effectiveness, however, depends
on strategic fit rather than organizational type (e.g.
travel agency, airline, hotel, destination). Exam-
ining cases such as Esther Olofsson and Emma il-
lustrates how VIs can be purposefully designed for
specific objectives. For instance, Esther Olofsson
was primarily designed for an opening of a digitally
savvy hotel to broadcast its focus on new technolo-
gies and innovation, whereas Emma functions not
only as a VI but also as the visual representation of
a chatbot. These examples illustrate how VIs can be
strategically integrated into broader communica-
tion and branding systems to enhance engagement
and fulfil defined marketing roles. However, such
observations should be complemented by systemat-
ic research to identify underlying patterns, assess
their effectiveness across different contexts, and
establish theoretical frameworks that explain the
determinants of successful VI implementation in
tourism marketing.

Limitations and future research

This study focused exclusively on the visual com-
munication strategies of Esther Olofsson, within
the context of Instagram. While the in-depth anal-
ysis provides detailed insight, it inherently limits
the generalizability of the findings. The material
analysed consisted of images posted in 2022 and
2023. Since that time, artificial intelligence and
CGI technologies have advanced significantly, po-
tentially enabling VI to adopt even more lifelike
visual identities. Additionally, the platform-specific
focus on Instagram does not account for how these
identities might manifest on other social media
channels. Audience reception and followers’ en-
gagement was not directly measured, which leaves
a gap in understanding how followers perceive and
respond to these curated identities.
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Future research on VI in tourism could expand
the scope of analysis by comparing multiple VI to
identify common visual patterns or divergent strat-
egies. Cross-platform studies could also reveal how
VIs adapt their communication style depending on
the medium. Additionally, incorporating audience
reception, through sentiment analysis, surveys, or
interviews, could offer deeper understanding of
how authenticity is perceived with VIs. For exam-
ple, future studies could focus on Emma, a VI intro-
duced by German National Tourism Board in 2024
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and investigate the feedback she has received from
stakeholders as well as perceptions held by her tar-
get audiences. Such research could reveal cultural
differences in how VIs are accepted and what fac-
tors contribute to their credibility and engagement
across different demographics. Finally, examin-
ing the ethical implications of Vs, such as issues
of transparency, identity construction, and their
impact on travel intention and behaviour, would
enrich the critical discourse surrounding this phe-
nomenon.
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je metody jakoSciowe, etnograficzne, wizualne 1iloéciowe,
a takze podejécie oparte na metodach mieszanych. Jej
badania koncentruja sie na osadnictwie i rozwoju miast
oraz na integracji i wykluczeniu w przestrzeni publiczne;j,
dzielnicach i mieszkalnictwie.

ZAPOWIEDZ

Marcin tuszczyk

ZARYS METODOLOGII PRACY NAUKOWEJ

f)

POLKIE WYDAWNICTWO EKONOMICIHE

Dokonujacy sie postep nauki wzmacnia zaintereso-
wanie metodologig pracy naukowej. W nauce nie
wystarczy juz dos¢ tradycyjne podejscie oparte na
~wiedzy, ze..’
dzy, jak...”. Aktywna rola nauki w przemianach ota-
czajgcego Swiata spowodowata zapotrzebowanie
na pewng i dajgcg sie zweryfikowac¢ informacie.
Wspotczesna nauka staje sie coraz bardziej spro-

, harasta poczucie niedostatku ,wie-

fesjonalizowana i wyspecjalizowana. De facto kon-
czy sie czas geniuszy pokroju Leonarda da Vinci,
ktorzy z powodzeniem stosowali niepowtarzalne
metody improwizacji w nauce. Wspétczesnie role
geniuszy przejeli zawodowi akademicy proponuja-
cy, zamiast improwizacji, mozliwe do nasladowania
i przekazania przysztym pokoleniom metody. Celem
monografii jest dokonanie aktualizacji stanu dotych-
czasowej wiedzy i przedstawienie zarysu wspofczes-
nej metodologii pracy naukowej, a wraz z nim réwniez
praktycznych wskazéwek dotyczgcych sposobow
przygotowania wartosciowych sprawozdan z badan.
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