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A B S T R A C T   

This paper performs analysis of Instagram posts for the 2018–2019 Tasmanian wildfires to identify the key ways 
that locations were visually and textually represented. It identifies key themes and it looks at visual and 
photographic forms and genres typical of the survey. The findings add complexity to known ideas about mass 
media representations of natural disaster: whereas visual depictions of disaster are generally considered to 
represent trauma and suffering, Instagram representations may frame these events as more positive or aesthet-
ically “beautiful”. Thus, the paper provides an important contribution to the literature on media and natural 
disaster, understanding ways that general users may be able to connect and alter existing media narratives, 
which offers insights for destination managers and tourist organisations.   

1. Introduction 

On Friday the 28th of December 2018, a range of wildfires were 
detected across the Australian island state of Tasmania, the result of dry 
lightning strikes. Tasmania is a destination in the southern hemisphere 
renowned for its high-quality wilderness areas and natural experiences, 
and so fire damage to its wild landscape has the ability to pose a major 
threat to this reputation. While most of the fires were extinguished, one 
fire that started close to Gell River in the remote southwest wilderness 
region continued to burn for weeks, eventually moving towards human 
settlement in the south-east region of the state. By the end of January 
2019 – which also became the driest recorded January in the state’s 
history - uncontrolled fires were burning in many locations in Tasmania, 
which included large areas of the South-West Tasmanian Wilderness 
World Heritage Area. These fires would eventually go on to burn around 
200,000 ha or about 3% of the total land-mass of the island. 

The five main fire fronts were the West coast, the South-West, Cen-
tral Plateau, Gell River and the Riveaux Road/Pedder region. The Riv-
eux Road/Pedder fire would border onto the populated Huon Valley, 
which is one of the State’s important tourism areas, partly due to its 

proximity to the capital city of Hobart. The Riveaux Road/Pedder fire 
resulted in severe damage for one of southern Tasmania’s key tourism 
drivers and an “iconic experience” – the Tahune Airwalk near Geeveston 
- which needed to close down for a lengthy period of restoration 
(Petersen, 2019). Before the fires, Tahune Airwalk was receiving 
approximately 80,000 visitors per year (Bovill, 2019). Ultimately, the 
Riveaux Road fire consumed 31,500 ha of land and destroyed four 
homes, and for a few weeks it completely halted travel to southern 
Tasmania below Huonville (Ducker, 2019). Luke Martin, the CEO of the 
Tourism Industry Council Tasmania, acknowledged that a range of 
tourism operators had lost a large part of peak season tourism profits 
because of the region’s closure (Hosier & Coulter, 2019). 

There was no loss of human life in the fires, and due to another 
natural disaster event occurring at the same time (flooding in far North 
Queensland), the wildfires received less national mainstream media 
coverage than usual for an Australian-based natural disaster. Yet, the 
Tasmanian fires produced a range of anxieties about the damage to 
Tasmania’s destination image, partly due to the prominence of the news 
about the natural disaster, produced nationally in mainstream media. In 
this paper, using the case study of the 2018–2019 Tasmanian wildfires, 
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we assess the ways that user-generated social media posting is able to 
construct and create meaning about disaster events. Cooper (2015, p. 
241) has argued that during disaster events, social media users can 
become “‘accidental journalists”, who in being caught up in catastrophic 
events often feel “a sense of pride and compulsion to share either via 
social networks or via direct connection with mainstream media”. In an 
early discussion on disaster events, media and tourism, Ritchie (2009, p. 
257) has suggested that the “media can encourage the flow and the in-
tensity of a crisis or disaster or even help turn an incident or issue into a 
crisis due to negative media coverage”, and likewise the media may be 
able to turn attention to components of the tourism industry or amplify 
the tourist’s position during a period of natural disaster. 

Alongside the mainstream media, there are other ways for visual 
imagery and stories to proliferate about the disaster: through social 
media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. For one, 
Instagram is a highly popular medium that is able to visually and 
textually signify a disaster event through posts from a broad range of 
users (Fileri, Yen, & Yu, 2021). While studies continue to show the 
importance of news in shaping public opinion, user framing practices 
across digital platforms are also consequential for both economic and 
ecological reasons (Yan, Chen, & Wang, 2020). How social media users 
choose to construct stories and posts about disaster events such as 
wildfire—whether as a natural feature of the Australian landscape, as a 
symptom of climate breakdown or as unattractive and dangerous—are 
decisions that have the possibility to shape visitation patterns, poten-
tially hampering economic recovery efforts in fire-effected communities 
(Fukui & Ohe, 2019). 

Where tourist behaviours were once driven by gatekeepers such as 
Lonely Planet or travel agents, tourist decisions are increasingly informed 
by social media platforms, review websites, travel blogs and geolocation 
apps such as Google Maps (Gretzel & Hardy, 2019; Mascheroni, 2007; 
Wu & Pearce, 2014; Young & Hanley, 2010). This has allowed the for-
mation of travelling online communities, “digital nomads” (Gretzel & 
Hardy, 2019), whose own framing practices (rather than those of jour-
nalists or other agenda setters) assist their members to make sound 
travelling decisions. In their own way, these tourists may also be 
considered inadvertent “citizen journalists” when they report on topical 
events and issues via social media. 

So, how do users on a popular social media platform such as Insta-
gram – a system where photo images, films and text can be easily 
uploaded – attempt to communicate messages about a natural disaster? 
While major social media platforms can have strong connection to the 
promotion of destination image – with tourism boards often utilising 
user-led promotional strategies on social media as a way of promoting 
destinations – can user posts have the ability to disrupt or alter pre- 
existing touristic narratives? Can existing narrative and visual cultural 
tropes, as well as the in-built frames of a social media platform, go on to 
potentially shift the media representation of a natural disaster? Finally, 
considering the case study of the 2018–2019 Tasmanian fires, what 
kinds of impacts could these social media user representations about 
natural disaster go on to have for the broader destination image of 
Tasmania? 

This paper analyses the user production of image and text for a 
sample of Instagram posts taken during the wildfire event, performing a 
qualitative analysis of these outputs. Out of a range of social media 
platforms that can feature text and imagery (eg. Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter), Instagram has been selected for this study as it is an extremely 
popular platform that contains a large repository of completely public 
online images. Our research group consists of researchers from both 
media studies and tourism studies utilising a multi-disciplinary 
approach, drawing from both tourism-facing research as well as 
media-focussed analysis (such as framing analysis and visual culture 
theories about western photography). Using the method of netnography, 
focussed attention on a sample of these visual-textual productions allows 
us to try and make sense of the social, political and structural forces that 
managed and responded to the fires on social media. In this study, we 

were also interested to gauge how understandings about climate science 
were entering into user representations of the fires, given that phe-
nomena such as dry lightning has been increasingly associated with 
altered Anthropocene climate conditions. In the next section, we outline 
the literature that has informed this study, which draws from research 
on framing theory, visual cultures theory and photography, and tourism 
and netnography. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Instagram and netnography 

As a social media platform, Instagram is well-suited for an analysis of 
how wildfires are seen and interpreted in the context of emerging nar-
ratives of climate disruption, cultural landscapes and wilderness pres-
ervation. As studies in “netnography” attest (Kozinets, Dolbec, & Earley, 
2014), social media platforms such as Instagram provide a rich source of 
insights into social life by “incorporating multiple types of data (e.g. text 
and visuals) [while] allowing the researcher to zoom in and out of the 
data” (Gretzel & Hardy, 2019, p. 3). Available gradations in scale 
include hashtags that collect posts into a narrative or theme, while fine- 
grained qualitative data is available at the level of the individual post. 
The richness of Instagram as a research platform is also due to its 
multimodal nature (Pearce et al., 2018; Ravelli & Van Leeuwen, 2018) 
with photography, video, sound and text occurring simultaneously in 
posts. 

Indeed, the name Instagram is a portmanteau of two vintage 
communication devices: the visual “instant camera” and the text-based 
“telegram”. As such, the image/text relationship is particularly funda-
mental to this platform. Therefore, to study meaning making on Insta-
gram requires an approach that, as Pearce and colleagues suggested, 
goes beyond the predominant unimodal textual analysis of social media 
(Pearce et al., 2018, p. 5) and, instead, combines analysis of “textual, 
aural, linguistic, spatial and […] visual resources” (p. 6). However, to 
develop a rigorous means of understanding how these modes are 
deployed collectively to create meanings and alternative interpretations 
of fire, it is necessary to consider the roles and relationships between 
these modes. 

2.2. Communications research 

In communication scholarship, the relationship between text and 
image - their relative influence in communicating a message, and how 
arrangements of these elements constitute a certain message - is unre-
solved. This question has been a perennial concern in visual communi-
cation and media scholarship and, formerly, a key focus of linguists and 
semioticians such as Roland Barthes (1977). This section will revisit 
debates concerning text and image in the context of social media and 
draw upon Barthes’ concepts of “anchorage” and “relay” as a way of 
conceptualising the possible relationships between text and image, 
hashtag and photograph, in packaging destination experiences into 
coherent frames. 

To begin with the visual, cognitive psychologists and communica-
tions scholars agree that reality - “in all its buzzing complexity” (Benson, 
2013, p. 4) - is too multitudinous to be seen. What is glimpsed, rather, of 
the objective world, and subsequently described linguistically or 
captured photographically, are selections of pertinent details. Such 
packages of salient details in public discourse are often conceptualised 
as visual frames (Coleman, 2019). As Peeples (Peeples, 2016) suggested, 
visual framing practices remain relatively stable over time: constrained 
by available repertoires of cultural references, by one’s social position 
within fields of practice and, ultimately, through individual habituation. 
However, framing practices may also be dislocated by abrupt changes in 
context (Mouffe & Laclau, 1985). Dominant frames can be challenged or 
rendered inoperable by sudden events (Fowler, Gollust, Dempsey, Lantz, 
& Ubel, 2012). Mediated crises may upend the “emotional climate” in 
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which individuals interpret events (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019), “priming” 
audiences to interpret phenomena in terms of anger, sadness or empathy 
(Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). At such times, the instantaneity of 
photographic images on Instagram is central, providing an opportunity 
for researchers to identify emerging narratives. 

Images, however, are open to conflicting and contradictory in-
terpretations, and especially so when they are unaccompanied by text or 
captions. On their own, as Roland Barthes argued, images are prob-
lematically polysemous: “they imply, underlying their signifiers, a 
‘floating chain’ of signifieds, the reader able to choose some and ignore 
others” (1977, p. 39). An uncaptioned, untitled or unnarrated image is 
endlessly reinterpretable, and in most communication contexts 
(including Instagram) this is impractical. To efficiently convey a mes-
sage using photography and avoid misinterpretation, images need to be 
triangulated with either a linguistic message (that Barthes con-
ceptualised as anchoring the meaning of the image) or, less commonly, 
with other images (conceptualised as relaying) as in cartoons or comic 
strips (see Barthes, 1977, pp. 39–41). The dominant mode of conveying 
meaning via images, for Barthes, was through textual captioning. 

Barthes’ argument regarding the importance of verbally anchoring 
the meaning of images has been taken by several scholars as contro-
versially ascribing the visual a subordinate position compared to the 
linguistic. For Bateman and Wildfeuer (2014, p. 181), Barthes’ concept 
relied on a “kind of linguistic imperialism […] in which language is 
taken as the model, the ‘master pattern’”. Likewise, Kress and van 
Leeuwen’s influential guide to visual analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2006) departed from Barthes’ model by seeking to restore the visual as a 
self-sufficient mode of representation with its own semiotic grammar. 
This tradition of visual analysis built upon recognition that, despite 
photography’s natural appearance and analogical realism, “all images 
are human-made, artificial constructions” (Messaris & Abraham, 2001, 
p. 216). The subjectivity of the individual “photographer who takes and 
frames the image” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009, p. 16) is present in the 
decision-making processes that work to construct the image as well as in 
post-production editorial processes. 

As Jennifer Peeples surmised, “the construction of the image in-
fluences the viewer’s understanding of the subject […] based on 
whether it is shot from above or below, from a close distance or from 
afar, in light or in shadow, or whether the audience is positioned to look 
straight on or from an angle” (Peeples, 2016, p. 194). Thus, in this view, 
a photograph evinces a message as an assemblage of these decisions, that 
is distinct and independent from its accompanying text. On this basis, 
Kress and van Leeuwen considered images as “an independently orga-
nized and structured message, connected with the verbal text, but in no 
way dependent on it” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 18). This has 
opened a field of study that explores the visual framing of images and 
how these decisions shape the reception and memorability of photo-
graphs (Coleman, 2019). 

While images may rely on a visual grammar alone to evince a mes-
sage, albeit at a higher level of abstraction (Bateman & Wildfeuer, 
2014), it is instructive to note that, in most communicative contexts, 
images alone are deemed inadequate to convey a message. On Insta-
gram, individuals and brands with varying levels of mastery over pho-
tography’s visual grammar, routinely rely on verbal anchorage to clarify 
the meaning of the post, prevent damaging misunderstandings or, as 
Barthes put it, “counter the terror of uncertain signs” (1977, p. 39). 
Visual-only options are available on Instagram. A post might seek to 
“relay” visual meaning by posting a sequence of related photographs (or 
videos) in a “slideshow” or “story” format, or by curating their profile 
page with a certain strip of images. However, in nearly all circum-
stances, relying purely on visual signifiers is deemed inadequate, and 
posts will deploy a range of linguistic anchoring mechanisms. The 
ubiquitous practice of “tagging” images anchors the meaning of a 
photograph in a variety of ways: socially (by “tagging” those portrayed 
in the image), geographically (by “geotagging” the photograph’s loca-
tion) or economically (by “price tagging” items in the photo that are for 

sale). The most prevalent means of anchoring images, however, is 
through hashtags that, as Gretzel and Hardy suggested, “are a central 
means of marking a post’s contribution to a conversation on Instagram 
and constitute a rich semiotic indexing system” (Gretzel & Hardy, 2019, 
p. 4). Accordingly, hashtags perform the dual function of clarifying the 
intended meaning of the image while increasing its discoverability and 
cultural salience; thereby “remote-controlling” (Barthes, 1977, p. 40) 
both the conditions of the image’s reception as well as its discovery. 

Variations and regularities in the packaging of information into 
stories are consequential (Scheufele, 1999; Tversky & Kahneman, 1981): 
the selection and arrangement of pertinent details and their relative 
salience in a communicating text can shape how audiences draw 
meaning from a narrative; how they define problems and identify vic-
tims, culprits and remedies (Entman, 1993, p. 52). While these studies 
usefully consider framing practices of non-journalists in constructing 
tourism destinations and shaping visitation patterns, an analysis of 
tourist’s framing practices remains limited. A study by Jenkins (2003) 
compared destination marketing photography with tourist’s own pho-
tographs and provides a rare insight into tourist’s framing practices. In 
this paper, Jenkins found that tourists’ framing practices in Australia 
were circular: largely replicating and amplifying the national myths, 
icons and symbols of destination marketing campaigns. This alignment 
between tourists and marketers fits with more recent research by Jen-
nifer Peeples who argued that: 

Photographers construct their images to fit within cultural- and 
national-specific schema, stereotypes, or narratives that are easily 
recognizable to their audience, providing “ready-made in-
terpretations” for their viewers. (Peeples, 2016, p. 195) 

Jenkins’ findings regarding tourist’s photographic practices are 
worth revisiting in the context of smartphone and social media ubiquity 
and, in particular, the emergence of Instagram as a preeminent platform 
for tourists to photograph, package and broadcast their experiences 
(Duffy, 2019; Gretzel & Hardy, 2019; Gretzel, Sigala, Xiang, & Koo, 
2015). While a small body of literature (e.g. Fileri et al., 2021; Sigala, 
2011) exists which assesses how tourists frame destination following a 
crisis situation, there remains a dearth of information on negative 
emotions towards brands (Fileri et al., 2021) and destinations, particu-
larly following crisis events. There is also a dearth of research on how 
such posts contribute to general news framing on such disaster events. 

3. Method 

For this study, we utilised netnography (Kozinets, 2015) in order to 
explore public Instagram posts about the 2019 Tasmanian fires. Net-
nography takes on digital ethnographic practices and utilises in-built 
social media search functions in order to access and record key data 
(Gretzel, 2017). Acknowledging that online research does not deal only 
in words but “with images, drawings, photography, sound files, edited 
audiovisual presentations, website creations and other digital artefacts” 
(Kozinets, 2015, p.5), this method allowed us to collect and to examine 
two connected forms for their data: namely, the text (here, analysing the 
other hashtags in operation) and visual imagery (the visual posts). While 
text and image is deeply enmeshed on Instagram, we looked at each 
element in turn as there are not uniform uses of Instagram – for instance, 
not all posts will contain written information other than the user name of 
the poster. Instagram was selected for this analysis as it is one of the 
fastest growing and popular social media sites that utilises both visual 
and textual data. We also used Instagram rather than Facebook or 
Twitter because of its highly visual focus (Highfield & Lever, 2016). 
Both were analysed thematically in order explore the breadth of per-
spectives being shared (Vorobjovas-Pinta & Hardy, 2020). 

This project drew upon strict ethical protocol governed by a human 
ethics application completed at the University of Tasmania in 2019. 
Social media research is a contested area and the rules are changing 
rapidly in relation to ethical use of publicly accessible data for university 
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researchers. Due to the small sample size and what was clearly 
geographic specificity for some of the posts (and some posts were geo-
tagged), it was also important that any research conducted on Tasma-
nian fires protected the identities of individual users of the online 
platform, as well as their locations. Therefore, geotagged information 
and geographic location was not collected in this study, and individual 
user comments were only used as a reference for examining the visual 
Instagram posts, in order to follow paths of contextualisation left by the 
user and their networks. 

At the time that we collected our data for this study, public APIs no 
longer existed to allow automated access to social media sites. So that we 
did not violate any terms of use for Instagram, we did not use automated 
programmes to extract the key data for this project. Rather, we extracted 
the visual and textual information using a manual process through the 
inbuilt Instagram web page before coding. In order to select a useful 
hashtag to analyse a data set on the Tasmanian fires, we used Insta-
gram’s search function to discern the popular hashtags connected to this 
event. We conducted the search for the most popular Tasmanian wild-
fires hashtags using the in-built search function freely available on on-
line and public Instagram website (Instagram.com), which only revealed 
completely public-facing posts and did not require user subscription to 
the site. Hence, the search function revealed that the primary ways of 
representing the Tasmanian fires through textual hashtags in 
2018–2019 were #tasfires followed by #tasfires2019. 

For the purpose of this study, we have selected to examine the most 
popular term #tasfires, as it was the only search term that allowed us to 
work with a 200-post sample. This hashtag was chosen not only due to 
its popularity, but because voluntary use of this hashtag for individual 
posts was a clear intention to contextualise an image within the crisis 
event, and to allow the event to be followed. By clicking through on a 
hashtag, a user is able to find other posts with that hashtag. This serves 
the purpose not only of building connection between users and events, 
but also allows posts to serve as more public updates on a crisis event, 
including the visual aftermath of that event – central to visual repre-
sentations of bushfires and similar disasters. 

A small corpus was necessary to allow for a qualitative analysis of the 
data, and so 200 posts were captured from the #tasfires Instagram page. 
The time period covers approximately a nine-month period of Instagram 
posts, from January to October 2019, which means that the sample 
included images from during the event and also afterwards during the 
immediate recovery phase. Across the sample, posts from repeated users 
were removed, which led to a sample size of 164 total posts, used for 
both the sample of hashtags and the images. These 164 posts used on 
average eight hashtags, and altogether there was a total textual sample 
of 1242 hashtags. From the same data set, we examined the collection of 
hashtags and the images. The collection of hashtags (rather than the text 
within the post) was chosen for two reasons: firstly, to minimise the 
collection of overtly-personal data; and secondly because they comprise 
a vital way of marking a post’s contribution to a conversation on the 
platform in use, thus creating a rich semiotic indexing system (Djerf- 
Pierre, Ghersetti, & Hedman, 2016). 

4. Results and discussion 

4.1. Hashtag analysis 

4.1.1. Theme 1: user’s choice of location 
Following the selection of the study sample (posts who used the 

hashtags #tasfires and #tasfires2019), we examined the frequency and 
themes of additional hashtags that were used (see Table 1). The most 
popular use of hashtags was to designate the specific location where the 
fires were taking place, or had caused destruction or impact. The 
hashtag #tasmania appeared 74 times (45%) out of the full sample of 
164 posts, while a less popular version was #tassie (7 hashtags: 4%). 
Other locations also emerged as places that had been impacted by the 
fires, such as #huonvalley (27 hashtags: 17%), the capital city #Hobart 

that received a lot of smoke (19 hashtags: 12%), and #southwest (6 
hashtags: 3.5%). The relative popularity of the hashtag term #tasmania 
might also indicate that some of the users were also trying to tag to 
Tourism Tasmania’s account with a similar title (@Tasmania), particu-
larly given that there is incentive given to users to tag images with 
@Tasmania - Tourism Tasmania select posts and feature them on their 
own high-profile page (see Theme 3). Finally, a small percentage of users 
also tagged the country #australia (10 hashtags: 6%), indicating a way 
of framing the events as a national and/or international issue and 
perhaps attracting users searching for news and information via the 
#australia tag. 

4.1.2. Theme 2: fire/firefighting 
Another main theme that emerged from our analysis of the hashtags 

was the fires and efforts to combat them during the disaster event. In this 
theme area, the most popular hashtag term was #bushfire (24 hashtags: 
15%), followed by #bushfires (18 hashtags: 12%). As with the hashtags 
that emphasised location and place, the hashtags here identify the 
disaster by simply naming it (#bushfire #bushfires): in this way, they 
distinctly link their posts with the catastrophic and/or a monumental 
connotations of natural disaster. Following this, other hashtags 
described elemental and/or material aspects or effects of wildfire events, 
such as #fire (12 hashtags: 7%) and #smoke (9 hashtags: 5.5%). Finally, 
many of the frequently used hashtags focus on the fight to stop the fires: 
#tasfireservice (8 hashtags: 5%); #firefighters (7 hashtags: 4%); #tfs (5 
hashtags: 3%) and #tasmaniafireservice (5 hashtags: 3%). As the sample 
was taken throughout the fire period, the emphasis on firefighting could 
reflect users’ journalistic desire to document the people and events of 
the fires, and to demonstrate heroic or epic narrative elements associ-
ated with combating or fighting fires. For example, a range of hashtags 
appeared throughout the survey that acknowledged the rescue service of 
the fire forces during the disaster event (e.g., #sogratefulforfirefighers; 
#thanksfiries; #thankafirefighter, etc). This focus on the Tasmanian Fire 
Service demonstrates the esteem and renown that is attached to the local 
firefighting force; emphasising their importance is a common element in 
news coverage of bushfire events. 

Table 1 
Frequently used hashtags.  

Theme Most frequent Hashtag Frequency 
Count 

Percentage 

Location #tasmania 
#huonvalley 
#hobart 
#australia 
#tassie 
#southwest 

74 
27 
19 
10 
7 
6 

45% 
17% 
12% 
6% 
4% 
3.5% 

Fire/ Firefighting #bushfire 
#bushfires 
#fire 
#smoke 
#tasfireservice 
#firefighters 
#tasfires2019 
#tfs 
#tasmanianfireservice 

24 
18 
12 
9 
8 
7 
6 
5 
5 

15% 
11% 
7% 
5.5% 
5% 
4% 
3.5% 
3% 
3% 

Tasmanian Instagram 
Tags 

#hobartandbeyond 
#discovertasmania 
#tasmaniagram 
#tassiestyle 
#instatassie 
#instatasmania 
#tassiepics 

17 
17 
12 
9 
7 
7 
6 

10% 
10% 
7% 
5.5% 
4% 
4% 
3.5% 

Natural #sunset 
#tasmaniaparks 
#summer 
#nature 

6 
5 
5 
5 

3.5% 
3% 
3% 
3%  
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4.1.3. Theme 3: Tasmanian Instagram tags 
Another set of the frequently used hashtags were linked to pre- 

existing tourism industry-led social media campaigns and/or initia-
tives. The most frequently used hashtags were #hobartandbeyond (17 
hashtags: 10%), a term that had been introduced by the regional tourism 
organisation for southern Tasmania (called Destination Southern Tas-
mania), and #discovertasmania (17 hashtags: 10%), which is the 
hashtag specifically linked to Tourism Tasmania’s official travel website 
called @discovertasmania. Other less frequent hashtags also linked to 
private Instagram accounts, such as #instatassie (7 posts: 4%) and 
#instatasmania (7 posts: 4%). 

Arguably, this use of promotional hashtags from organisations such 
as Tourism Tasmania and Destination Southern Tasmania demonstrates 
the ways in which social media users choose to document and display 
their role as communicators of the disaster. Moreover, it demonstrates 
how users can redefine the meanings attached to promotions intended to 
sell locations and travel experiences on social media. For example, the 
#tassiestyle hashtag (9 hashtags: 5.5%) was a social media campaign 
created by Tourism Tasmania that ran across the summer 2018/2019 
period, which meant that the campaign ran at the same time as the fires. 
Instagram users in Tasmania were actively invited to use the hashtag, 
incentivised by a contest to win one of three $7500 Tasmanian travel 
vouchers. According to the #TassieStyle industry kit, the term itself 
could be “whatever your guest or customer wants it to be – an experience 
that is distinctly Tasmanian and shows to the world just how unique and 
exciting Tassie can be”. Yet, surely a wildfire could interrupt the positive 
meanings of such images. The examples suggested by Tourism Tasmania 
– such as “having a friendly wombat drop in on your picnic” - are much 
more positive for tourism than documenting the damaging impacts of 
uncontrolled fires and disaster. However, ultimately in this case study, 
the relative infrequency of use of these hashtags with the fires would 
suggest that the broader, positive meanings of the touristic hashtags 
would be unlikely to change. 

4.1.4. Theme 4: nature 
A final theme that emerged from our analysis of the hashtags was the 

natural aspects associated with wildfires, including what appears to be 
an aesthetic focus on the beauty of a hazy #sunset (6 hashtags: 3.5%), 
#tasmaniaparks (5 hashtags: 3%) and broader terms such as #summer 
(5 hashtags: 3%) and #nature (5 hashtags: 3%). This theme is differ-
entiated from the “Fire/Firefighting” theme as the themes of nature 
within these hashtags have no obvious connection to fire or wildfires. 
While there is minimal use of these “natural” terms in the Instagram 
sample, their appearance may demonstrate the generic popularity of 
nature photography and linked terms that appear on the platform 
(currently, there are 644 million hashtags for “nature” and 503 million 
hashtags for “summer”). Moreover, it is possible that the Tasmanian 
2018–2019 fires were partly understood and framed as events caused by 
Anthropocene climate change in the popular media (Flanagan, 2019). 
However it should also be noted that connections to climate change were 
extremely uncommon in the use of hashtags, with tags such as #cli-
matechange (3 hashtags) and #climatechangeisreal (2 hashtags) 
featuring in just 2% and 1% of the sample respectively. While there 
could be a range of reasons why climate change is not narratively strong 
in the sample - e.g., Instagram posts often focus on positive feelings 
(Pilai, Balcarova, & Rojik, 2016) and political commentary may be less 
common – it would be useful in the case of a subsequent Tasmanian 
wildfire disaster event to see if there is shifting or growing emphasis on 
climate change in textual representation in Instagram, as this could map 
out changing perceptions in relation to such issues. 

4.2. Visual analysis 

The vast majority of images in the sample of Instagram posts were 
photographic (153 shots: 93%), often representing some aspect of the 
exterior Tasmanian landscape in a range of ways (135 shots: 82%): of 

these, often “empty” landscapes, or wilderness environments without 
any human figures present in the images (107 shots: this was 79% of the 
exterior photographic shots). While it is be difficult to determine which 
photos were original and which ones may have been appropriated from 
prior sources (currently, Instagram does not check the origin of its 
uploaded images), our examination of the data sample estimated that 
most of the photographic images were original photos that were taken as 
part of a personalised documentation process, aiming to capture evi-
dence of the impacts of the fires in a range of ways. This finding supports 
the research of Sheldon and Bryant (2016), who have suggested that the 
urge to document in a diary-like way is a strong motivator for using the 
Instagram platform, especially compared to other social media web-
pages, and that it can operate as a type of “virtual photo album for many 
people” (2016, p.94). 

While there was diversity in terms of visual editing and subject, 
many of the photos drew upon western representational modes of 
photographic landscape traditions, utilising concepts such as the rule of 
thirds and disappearing perspectival shots, as well as utilising the plat-
form’s inbuilt frames and filters that are a technologically enacted 
feature of Instagram’s representational aesthetics (Gretzel, 2017). The 
eleven non-photographic posts (7%) consisted of subjects such as online 
maps, weather forecasts, screen-capped news reports, political or 
activist slogans, art and cartoons and entrepreneurial products that 
usually had a connection to the fire-affected regions. 

Interestingly, in the data sample there were no posts that were hand- 
held self-portraits taken with a smartphone – or as they more commonly 
known, “selfies” - despite the ubiquity of the form that was popularised 
on the Instagram platform from 2013 (Mirzoeff, 2016). Currently, there 
are 454 million posts for “#selfie” on Instagram. Potentially, this might 
indicate that a disaster event such as a wildfire is not considered an 
appropriate topic for a selfie image, the latter often having ideological 
connotations of entertainment and linked to motivations about inter-
personal communication and identity (Holiday, Lewis, Nielsen, Ander-
son, & Elinzano, 2016). In the sample set, there appears to be decision- 
making processes about appropriate photographic forms for represent-
ing the Tasmanian fires, which in this set is the exterior landscape 
nature-based photographs. 

Following our analysis of the photographic style, we explored the 
themes that emerged from the images. One of the major themes that 
emerged is “burning”, or posts that attempted to document the cata-
strophic state of the Tasmanian fires in some way. Within this theme 
were three clear sub-themes: “smoky skies” (66 posts); “burnt/damaged 
landscape” (25 posts) and “fire-fighting” (22), with some clear overlap 
between the three. The sub-theme “smoky skies” tended to be used in 
two ways: either negatively, to depict the destructive impact of the fires 
within the State (many of the photographs depicted the impact of smoke 
in the capital city of Hobart); or else in a more positive or at least a 
neutral way, which was through the aesthetic enhancement of the 
landscape through the smoke-impacted landscape (especially the 
enhanced events with more vibrant colours such as sunsets, etc). While 
Instagram has become recognised as a platform for sharing beautiful 
imagery (Mirzoeff, 2016), these photographs of natural beauty indicate 
that some Instagram representations of natural disaster reveal positive 
dimensions, adding complexity to the assumption that disasters are only 
communicated as a negative event in the mass media. 

The “burnt/damaged landscape” sub-theme allowed the catastrophic 
nature of the fires to be depicted in a range of ways, from aerial photos 
taken from the window of a commercial jet plane, to on the ground 
landscape shots of burnt-out forests. As the data set covered both the 
current nature of the fires and a subsequent period of time after the fires, 
the set also included images of recovery and regeneration, which con-
veys messages of hope as well as a focus on natural cycles and aesthet-
ically pleasing patterns and vistas. 

Within the “fire-fighting” sub-theme, the rescue dimension is present 
in many of the posts. There are many images of fire fighters depicted in 
heroic or romantic roles while being dwarfed by the wild Tasmanian 
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landscapes, which concurs with the “sublime” tradition within Tasma-
nian landscape photography, which will use small human figures to 
measure the magnitude of the wilderness landscape or omit them 
completely (Haygarth, 2013). There are also posts that show the more 
operational aspects of firefighting (e.g., photos of control centres and 
media conferences). Firefighting is also represented in the number of 
helicopter images present in the data set, indicating an interest in the 
mechanical and transportational methods necessary to fight the fires, as 
well as a tendency to display spectacular imagery of the helicopters; 
unusual and extraordinary images to capture that appears to be part of 
the documentation process of everyday life, again potentially part of the 
“diary-like” function of Instagram. 

Other important themes that emerged in the photographic Tasma-
nian landscape shots included “Rain” and “Before/after the fire”. 
Because rain can put wildfires out, “Rain” images connect to the sym-
bolism of the end of the fires and also the end of the period of danger. As 
with the “Burning” images, the “Rain” images tended to focus on spec-
tacular imagery (shots of heavy rain on buildings) or else draw upon 
aesthetic qualities (such as close-ups of rain-drop patterns in puddles, or 
glistening flora). The “Before/after” fire photographs were used either to 
show off iconic and touristic images (e.g., Cradle Mountain/Dove Lake, 
which were not impacted by fires during this 2018–2019 event) or else 
to demonstrate the massive impacts of the fires before and afterwards. 

There is a sense that Tasmania is being put under the spotlight in the 
posting of these before/after photographs, and potentially, the “before” 
photographs may be older ones posted by Tasmanian visitors, remem-
bering earlier trips and using the fire event as an opportunity for 
reflection about the destination. Potentially the posted images of ideal 
Tasmania landscapes “before” the fires produced conservative ways for 
users to cope with potential loss and damage to the State that were being 
caused by the fires. For example, in an article about social media re-
sponses to the burning down of the Notre Dame cathedral in Paris, 
Meredith Pruden (2019, p.161) argues that many users uploaded online 
image production of the old building prior to the fires to cope with its 
subsequent loss. Drawing upon Finnegan’s text Making Photography 
Matter - in which Finnegan suggests that photographs can “produce 
presence in the face of profound, and often permanent, absence (Finne-
gan, 2015: p.2) - it is arguable that a similar process is at play for images 
using the #tasfires tag. Pruden (2019) argues that such images went on 
to produce a sense of denial or shock about the current events, which 
could be at play in the Tasmanian photographs. Following on from this, 
the “after” photographs could serve as a way of promoting that the 
dangerous event was now finished and Tasmanian locations were back 
to normal, ready for visitors to return. 

Finally, as with the linguistic references to climate change in the 
hashtags connected to the #tasfires data set, there were very few images 
that clearly referenced climate science and/or climate change. Poten-
tially it is even harder to convey a scientific concept such as climate 
change through predominantly visual landscape photography and 
potentially such posts could only be understood through a written 
description, which moved beyond the methodological constraints of this 
paper. Looking across all images – both photographic and non- 
photographic, there were only two images that were both non- 
photographic that referenced climate change in a tangible way (2 
shots: 1% of total posts). The documentary nature of the Instagram 
platform arguably makes it a difficult medium for conveying political 
messages about climate action, and potentially this indicates broader 
problems with the use of Instagram for expressing political views (for 
example, other social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter 
might be better suited for such messaging). As with the analysis of 
hashtags that mentioned climate change, there is the sense that such 
messaging is marginal in the visual imagery for this set. 

5. Conclusion 

The findings from the analysis demonstrate that examining a social 

media platform such as Instagram adds complexity to known ideas about 
the media representations of natural disaster: especially as these alter-
native representations may collectively present more positive or 
aesthetically “beautiful” visual depictions of disaster than are generally 
considered of such terrifying and traumatising events. Walters and 
Clulow (2010, p.846) observe that while the mass media can generate 
positive public awareness about a wildfire event, the media “also holds 
significant power in relation to the shaping of perceptions not only about 
the extent of a disastrous event, but also about the destination in which 
the event takes place”. In relation to mass media, Ritchie (2009) has 
suggested that the “media can encourage the flow and the intensity of a 
crisis or disaster or even help turn an incident or issue into a crisis due to 
negative media coverage” (257), but in this example the social media 
Instagram posts are helping to provide contrasting visions of a natural 
disaster: even positive images. 

Although in this analysis positive images were still a relative mi-
nority amongst the visual posts, the shots of beautiful landscapes and 
narratives about recovery and revival demonstrate that social media 
representations are complex and nuanced. Thus, in this examination of 
Instagram the paper provides an important contribution to the literature 
on media and disaster, and the ways by which general users may be able 
to connect and circumvent pre-existing mass media narratives. The 
research further contributes to the emerging literature on finding ways 
to market destinations in the wake of natural disasters, and the broader 
tourism concerns that might emerge during the recovery period. We 
would suggest that further research could also examine the way that 
disaster events are mediated on other social media platforms, such as 
Facebook or Twitter. 

In both the hashtag analysis and the visual analysis, the findings 
demonstrate that users posting about the 2018–2019 fire event aimed to 
depict the spectacular and the out-of-the-ordinary aspects of the fire. For 
the #tasfires posts, there is a strong focus on fire-fighting and the 
physical infrastructure and organisation necessary to fight the fires. The 
findings concur with some of the existing research findings about 
Instagram (see Cooper, 2015; Sheldon & Bryant, 2016), where photo-
graphic images appear to be used in realistic, “diary-like” or even quasi- 
journalistic ways to document the altered natural landscapes and local 
territories of the users, whether from smoke or burned-out landscapes, 
whereas self-portraits and “selfies” are virtually non-existent. This 
means that formal decisions about photography and visual representa-
tion are relatively consistent across the group of users, suggesting that 
disaster is communicating using particular visual codes, forms and 
genres. Locations and places are often highlighted either in the photo-
graphs or in the hashtagged links. In both the textual and visual analysis, 
climate change is not heavily linked to the fire event, although after 
subsequent wildfires that impacted upon the Australian continent the 
following year in 2020, future research could potentially measure and 
map out shifting perceptions and scientific understandings. 

This research produced data which had industry specific insights. 
The finding that some users referenced their images of the fires, or im-
ages pre/post-fires with existing destination marketing campaigns 
through interlinked hashtags, suggests there is potential for the tourism 
industry to leverage this information in a number of ways. For desti-
nation management organisations, this source of data offers a means by 
which the resonance of destination marketing campaigns can be 
assessed, particularly if social media users who are tourists and residents 
can be identified. This is particularly important for organisations look-
ing to promote place and landscape in the wake of a natural disaster. 

Furthermore, monitoring sentiment via hashtags can provide useful 
insights into how tourists perceive their experience once tourism re-
starts. Often, crisis events result in the closure of some businesses and 
the opening of others, thus necessitating real time insights into how the 
new product mix is being experienced. And perhaps more importantly, 
this data can also indicate if the crisis-affected community has become 
the attraction in itself, rather than the tourist attractions that existed 
prior to the crisis. Data such as this can provide a timely indication that 
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this is occurring and act as a prompt for destination managers to take 
action and protect its community. Related to this, if users can be iden-
tified as community members, social media data can provide important 
insights into their sentiment towards tourism as it restarts; this is 
particularly important to ensure that sustainable tourism occurs in the 
wake of crisis events. 

Finally, data such as this can be used to explore the impact that 
interlinked images in the wake of crisis events have upon travel moti-
vation; in particular whether the linking detracts from or increases the 
desire of travellers or leisure seekers to visit these places. 

This research was limited in several ways. The sample of Instagram 
posts that were used was limited to 200 and was also subject to temporal 
constraints, due to the research team’s time and financial constraints. 
Further research is needed with a larger sample size, in multiple loca-
tions, and ideally over a longer period of time. This would allow for 
longitudinal reporting of crisis event to be explored and non-context 
specific findings to emerge. Ultimately larger studies such as this 
could also assist in understanding how crisis managers could nuance 
their messaging, communication and management in response to how 
tourists - who may become inadvertent citizen journalists - report 
events. It should also be noted that this study was contextually bound; 
our research explored depictions of a crisis event only by those who 
reported it in English. Further research could extend this work into non- 
Western and non-English speaking contexts, using alternative, non- 
Western social media platforms such as Weibo. In the meantime, the 
reporting of this crisis event has provided insights into how and what 
tourists report as significant and the means by which they do this, via 
social media. Given the ongoing and profound impacts of COVID-19 as a 
crisis event on the tourism industry (see Ferrari & Calomino, 2022; 
Hysa, Zdonek, & Karasek, 2022) this study has provided a template 
through which further research on Instagram communications could be 
continued. 
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