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Social media and other platforms have become an essential part of outdoor activities
as they influence how nature is experienced and engaged with, but also what good
nature is seen as. In this article, we explore how social understandings of nature and
digital technologies are mutually performed. Using the empirical case of nature
selfies—an archetype of imagery on social media platforms—posted on Instagram,
Facebook, and Tripadvisor, and a small participatory “breaching experiment” aimed
at collecting “ugly nature selfies,” we analyse and interrogate nature/society
relationships displayed online within the platform contexts of attention economy and
affordances. We conclude that nature selfies reinforce the desirability of consuming
“beautiful” nature, while attention economy and platform affordances limit the
possibilities for alternative nature/society relationships to be developed and promoted.

Keywords: Attention economy; affordances; selfies; human-nature relationships;
outdoor experiences

1. Introduction

Time and culture shape nature/society relationships and give landscapes specific societal
meaning (Schama 1995). In contemporary society, smartphones and other mobile technol-
ogies have become an important part of outdoor recreation (e.g. Arts et al. 2021a;
Hitchings and Maller 2022; Hitchner et al. 2019), and the sharing of images, geolocations,
trails, or experiences also influences how, when, or where outdoor activities are pursued
(Arts et al. 2021b). In this context, social understandings of nature and digital technolo-
gies are mutually performed: nature/society relationships1 are negotiated digitally while
they simultaneously guide what can be expressed digitally (e.g. Carr and Milstein 2021;
Hitchings and Maller 2022). This is further shaped by the algorithmic logics that impact
how people can interact with each other and specific platforms (Marres 2017).

In this article, we argue that, and demonstrate how, digitally-mediated nature/soci-
ety relationships, including societal ideas of “good outdoor experiences” and “good
nature,” are mutually co-constructed through technology, nature, and people. As think-
ing tools related to technology, we consider two concepts in particular, namely

�Corresponding author. Email: malte.rodl@slu.se

� 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by
the author(s) or with their consent.

Journal of Environmental Planning and Management, 2024
Vol. 67, No. 9, 1928–1951, https://doi.org/10.1080/09640568.2023.2265548

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09640568.2023.2265548&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-05-14
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4777-3134
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8293-8208
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8724-0183
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com


attention economy—a system in which measures of attention and engagement are com-
modified (e.g. Brandon 2021)—and affordances—the programmatic possibilities for
interaction which enable and constrain interaction (e.g. Haider 2016). Both these are
essential technological aspects of platforms and strongly shape interaction and thus dis-
course (Haider 2016; Marres 2017).

Empirically, we investigate nature/society relationships using the example of nature
selfies shared on the Swedish-speaking internet. While selfies (e.g. Faimau 2020;
Kedzior and Allen 2016; Liu 2021), and to a lesser extent nature-related online content
(e.g. Arts et al. 2021a, 2021b; Carr and Milstein 2021; Joosse and Brydges 2018),
have received attention by scholars, a systematic exploration of nature selfies is miss-
ing (for an essayistic engagement with nature selfies, see Kohn 2018). Nature selfies
relate the photographer to specific outdoor locations, views, activities, and experiences,
as they reflect the photographer’s imagination of themselves and their surroundings
(Liu 2021). These imaginaries—building on the genres of nature photography and
selfies—are plausibly idealising nature (e.g. Chianese 2014) and/or bodies (e.g. Bell,
Cassarly, and Dunbar 2018). While taking and sharing selfies can arguably be under-
stood as an individual undertaking, we here shift analytical focus away from the peo-
ple engaged in a practice of selfie-sharing toward the algorithmic contexts of
production and reproduction of attention in a society characterised by digital ubiquity,
thus analysing platforms instead of people (Van Dijck 2009).

The specific entanglements of technology, nature, and humans explored in this article
contribute to dominant discourses of shareable, good, or “Insta-worthy” (Arts et al.
2021a) outdoor recreation that invite people to reproduce and share certain experiences
and images, while relegating other nature/society relationships to the background. For our
analysis of digitally-mediated nature/society relationships with the example of nature
selfies, we employ an exploratory methodology to identify and discuss the nature/society
relationships highlighted in Swedish nature selfies in relation to their platform-specific
modes of production and reproduction. The study is embedded in a rich cultural history
of pursuing outdoor activities related to the Swedish and Scandinavian term friluftsliv
(“open-air living”), with strong cultural connotations ranging from romantic ideas of
nature connectedness towards contemporary ideas of doing activities outdoors (Gelter
2000, 2010). These three cases are all situated in this context through either their naming
or the typical friluftsliv activities they suggest; the cases concern #friluftsliv on Instagram,
an outdoor challenge in a Facebook group, and kayak rental reviews on Tripadvisor.

In the following section, we discuss research on nature/society relationships in
Sweden, specifically on friluftsliv, in combination with research on online platforms.
In section three we move to our conceptual framework and introduce two key concepts
underpinning our analysis, namely attention economy and affordances. In section four,
we detail our research questions, and present the ways in which we studied these ques-
tions. In section five to seven, we respond to our research questions by describing,
interpreting, and reflecting on our material, before we conclude in section eight.

2. Background: nature/society relationships in friluftsliv and on online platforms

The dominant Swedish understanding of nature is shaped by “the self-image of
Scandinavians as a nature loving people” (Gelter 2000, 79) and the comparatively
sparse population which leaves even many urban dwellers in close proximity to nature.
Two important concepts prefigure these relationships: First, allemansr€atten (“every-
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one’s-right”) is the legal context allowing everyone to access and enjoy nature regard-
less of land ownership—as long as farmland is undisturbed and people stay clear of
gardens. Second, friluftsliv suggests that the outdoors should be enjoyed and appreci-
ated.2 The concept of friluftsliv formed in a romantic “back-to-nature” response to
increasing urbanisation in the eighteenth century. Especially for the upper-classes—as
they did not work outdoors—pursuing what was later termed friluftsliv was an attempt
at realising these romantic ideas of connectedness to and participation in nature (Gelter
2000).

Over time, these ideals were replaced by a high-tech and activity-centred engage-
ment with nature. Postmodern friluftsliv is thoroughly commercialised and often over-
lapping with public health and outdoor tourism: Organised activities, ever-better
equipment, challenging oneself, and an outdoor recreation industry, but also athletic
achievements or nature as a space for relaxation overshadow the romantic ideals of
friluftsliv (Gelter 2010). While Gelter suggests that friluftsliv does not require “remote
untouched wilderness” (2000, 80), he posits that photographers, spectators, or “nature
tourists … often consume places without becoming emotionally connected with them,
as their purpose is simply to have seen it” (2000, 81). Without imbuing judgement,
Gelter acknowledges the deviation of postmodern friluftsliv from an ideal of friluftsliv,
the latter proposing that nature experiences should emphasise connectedness to and
participation in nature. Within this context, 2021 was declared the “year of friluftsliv”
in Sweden. This aimed to contribute to highlight friluftsliv in public discourse, support
public health, increase knowledge about natural and cultural values, and more employ-
ment in nature tourism and outdoor experiences (Naturvårdsverket 2023). Similar
developments concerning the commercialisation of nature and commodification of
nature experiences can be observed across the globe (e.g. Cloke and Perkins 2002;
Coffey 2001).

The commodification of nature tourism along the quest for recreation in sublime
nature is a global phenomenon (e.g. Drennig 2013; Duffy 2014; Reis 2012). Many
indigenous worldviews, however, are in contrast to this, such as worldviews of the
indigenous S�ami people of the European Arctic. As part of friluftsliv and increasing
tourism, S�ami culture and land may get appropriated: much of what friluftsliv might
consider “remote” or “untouched” land providing wilderness experiences in Sweden, is
the traditional land of the S�ami people resulting from millenia of living with the sea-
sonal course of nature, most notably through reindeer herding (Viken 2022).
Traditional artefacts and patterns are commodified through souvenirs and advertising,
so that indigeneity is appropriated (Keskitalo et al. 2021). This includes items such as
the traditional wooden vessel guksi (kåsa) which is popular in friluftsliv activities. The
intertwined engagement of S�ami people and nature, however, bears different implica-
tions for spiritual, conservationist, and other connections to nature (e.g. Elenius,
Allard, and Sandstr€om 2016) than friluftsliv. Since the majority of the Swedish popula-
tion or visitors to Sweden—including presumably those that share selfies as part of the
selected cases—is primarily influenced by the nature/society relationships as part of
friluftsliv, we only consider friluftsliv as a context for this study.

Online platforms significantly shape how we imagine engagements with the out-
doors and thus nature/society relationships—including friluftsliv—and vice-versa.
While research focuses often on the users themselves, some studies also explicitly con-
sider how platforms contribute to this engagement: First, as people rate, comment,
and/or “like,” they make places or activities more visible and findable to others,
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possibly enticing others to seek out a given place in order to “share” the same experi-
ence (Arts et al. 2021a; Liu 2021). The algorithms underlying most commercial online
platforms tend to include positive reinforcement, which means that more popular con-
tent is amplified even further.3 On some platforms, this gives rise to so-called influen-
cer culture, which is a major contributor to popularising specific (outdoor) experiences
(Goodman and Jaworska 2020). Second, mobile applications and online communities
are often consulted to control and “enhance” outdoor experiences, for example by pro-
viding additional advice about weather, seasons, or best routes (Arts et al. 2021b),
which increases the likelihood of people taking “share-worthy” images during a trip,
thus reproducing this specific discourse. Finally, social media emphasises and reprodu-
ces positive experiences: users largely describe positive and only seldom negative
experiences; similarly, extraordinary events or encounters are more likely to be shared
than ordinary ones (Hausmann et al. 2020).

An understanding of seeing foremost positive things implicates the reception of
content: Analysing reviews of outdoor experiences by tourists on Tripadvisor, Carr and
Milstein (2021) suggest that even if photographers cannot avoid capturing signs of
“anthropogenic destruction” in their photographs, they rationalise and frame these
aspects in a positive way in the accompanying text. Similarly, Berglez and Olausson
(2021) suggest that when users post about flights or other high-carbon activities on
social media, those users—often in collaboration with their peers—justify these posts
as being conditionally positive, isolated, or unavoidable incidents, i.e. they are inter-
preted as permissible exceptions and not to be criticised. Furthermore, selfies may
intersect with issues of visibility, for example when marginalised or underrepresented
groups in outdoor spaces share their experiences on social media (Stanley 2020).
While positive reactions may signal support to both cause and selfie, negative reactions
to these selfies reproduce hegemonic ideals and are thus offensive to the affected com-
munities. Overall, these examples emphasise the roles to uphold normalcy which social
media in general and selfies in particular bear: nature selfies that collide with implicit
norms of selfie-taking, “share-worthy” outdoor experiences, or friluftsliv are less likely
to be shared on social media. And in case they were shared, such images might be
framed and most likely interpreted as conditionally positive and part of a cause.
Contextualisation of selfies—whether apologetic, permission-seeking, signposting, or
otherwise—thus acknowledges the variety of norms and their situatedness that enable
and constrain nature selfies on social media, for example guiding how and with which
backgrounds bodies are to be seen or where certain selfies can be shared. We will
return to this in the discussion of our empirical material.

Research engaging with digital spaces needs to consider how programmed inter-
actional patterns produce meaning (Marres 2017). Accordingly, in this article, we con-
sider the performative aspect of engaging with and sharing nature experiences as
related to broader meaning-making on the environment and to existing use of a spe-
cific platform (Hitchner et al. 2019; Joosse and Brydges 2018), as we are empirically
concerned with the co-construction of technology, nature and people concerning
“shareable” nature. In doing so, we draw on Goodman and Jaworska who argue that
any analysis of digital communication needs to consider “what kind of norms and
practices (i.e. grammars) emerge and circulate” (2020, 184); that means, how commu-
nication on an individual platform can be enacted shapes what users consider good
and successful communication. In the next section we introduce two concepts to inves-
tigate how social media are constitutive of nature/society relationships: the attention
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economy as an overarching framework, and platform affordances as shaping
interaction.

3. Concepts: sharing selfies in the attention economy and through platform
affordances

Social media, recommendation services, and many other online services are often
called multi-sided platforms: services that amalgamate different interests of users and
producers, businesses and customers into a complex web of relations and ideas
(Abdelkafi et al. 2019). These platforms blur the boundaries between “producers” and
“consumers” by co-opting people into the production of what is called “user-generated
content.” This content is evaluated and remunerated through attention: people’s looks,
glances, interactions, and time—or more precisely their measurement through quanti-
fied engagements, such as “liked,” “shared,” or “watched” counters. The attention
economy thus describes a system in which attention has commercial value as it is
assumed to induce other economic exchanges. This means that platforms, advertisers,
or aspiring influencers seek to maximise interaction with each other but mainly to cre-
ate incentives for users, or more precisely consumers, to become attached to the plat-
form (Zulli 2018). Concretely, people are motivated by the desire to gain and maintain
attention and popularity (Van Dijck 2013) and perhaps even more so by the fear of
becoming invisible and therefore irrelevant (Bucher 2018). Posting selfies also gener-
ates substantially more likes and comments than posting other, non-selfie imagery
(Souza et al. 2015). Furthermore, by creating and sharing this type of content, people
invite and expect feedback from peers and wider audiences (Li et al. 2018). Inviting
follow-up attention much more than other online content, the selfie is therefore an
archetype of desirable imagery promoted by the attention economy in general and on
multi-sided platforms such as social media in particular. As people collect “likes,”
“followers” or “subscribers” for themselves (Li et al. 2018) or to increase their market
value as influencers (Marwick 2015), attention appears to become an end in itself
(Hristova et al. 2020), often disguising the monetary incentives tied to the data extrac-
tion business model underpinning commercial platforms. Obviously, different plat-
forms target distinct markets and user groups and thus also afford attention in different
ways. Nevertheless, attention translates into value that can be exchanged and often
manifests as monetary worth. This transaction is not necessarily direct, and the actor
garnering attention—such as through posting a selfie—is not automatically the primary
beneficiary.

Selfies are devices of visual storytelling which locate the self (i.e. the person inter-
acting with a multi-sided platform) centrally in some experience that is shared (Faimau
2020; Zappavigna and Zhao 2017). Selfies can empower individuals and/or their com-
munities while simultaneously subjecting them to social norms and control (Kedzior
and Allen 2016): On the one hand, selfies can help individuals to present themselves
in a certain light or act within or as part of a community, and on the other hand, they
reproduce certain norms of what and how to represent (e.g. Bell, Cassarly, and Dunbar
2018; Burns 2015). Further, the act of taking and sharing selfies can be encouraged by
community-specific ideas. For example, when people portray the self in a specific
location, they stake claims of presence or achievement (Arts et al. 2021a) thereby con-
structing an identity which is desirable within a community. As discussed previously,
this is likely driven by recommendation or imitation, including by recognisable actors

1932 M. R€odl et al.



or those with high follower counts such as social media influencers or guide websites.
For example, people may take selfies in recognisable or recommended locations, imi-
tate a specific style, or use a specific filter (Arts et al. 2021a; Liu 2021). Thus, people
have a stake in both appreciating and reproducing the norms of “beautiful” nature on
social media as they “chose to post extraordinary hikes, rides or climbs, stunning
views or recognizable places, which were shaped by participants’ norms of what an
Instagrammable landscape looked like” (Arts et al. 2021a, 11). Overall then, attention-
brokering affordances such as “like” buttons and ideas of recognisability invite people
to create selfies in an identity-affirming and rather homogeneous way.

Affordances, a concept originally proposed by Gibson (1979), describe the inter-
actional possibilities of an entity, such as a platform’s user interface. The concept
helps to explain how particular situations, settings, or tools provide opportunities for
certain actions and make others, while not necessarily impossible, less likely.
Affordances give rise to “processual regularity” (Goodman and Jaworska 2020, 184),
which includes norms and practices suggestive of the way a platform ought to be used
and what ought to be shared there. Instagram, for instance, has certain features that
favour visual content, making images the most popular way to communicate on this
platform. Yet, affordances can neither be reduced to the technical features of an appli-
cation or a tool, nor to people’s behaviours or societal expectations alone, but arise at
the moment when these converge and give meaning to each other (Haider 2016;
Hutchby 2001). Thus, affordances are also rooted in community-specific expressions,
norms, or best practice.

Selfies are afforded by social media and their specific conditions for connecting
profiles of individuals, companies, or other actors. They are rewarded and incentivised
by peer-to-peer feedback mechanisms such as sharing, liking or commenting—whereas
on Tripadvisor, a platform with a built-in reward mechanism, all photos are recognised
equally. Selfies can be displayed for wider audiences through affordances of hashtags
or groups, but also by tagging other users or marking a location. User interfaces may
also encourage selfie-sharing, such as Instagram’s textless grid overview of pictures,
which makes centrally located, easily identifiable objects more easily recognisable.
Finally, selfies are enabled by the smartphone with its front-facing camera, as well as
by smile-detection and image filters in the photography apps, including those included
in apps of social media platforms.

4. Materials and methods

Following our understanding of a selfie as locating a self centrally in a shared experi-
ence, we operationalise a “selfie” to be an image that visually infers the subject pos-
ition of the photographer (Zappavigna and Zhao 2017). This could include a face or
body parts of the photographer, but could also locate the photographer in the picture
through physical extensions of the body (such as sports equipment), a shadow, or foot-
prints. Any selfie posted within the boundaries of our outdoor-based cases we inter-
preted as a nature selfie.

Working toward the aim of understanding nature selfies and their platform context
as producing and reproducing nature/society relationships, we subjected these nature
selfies to the following three exploratory and interpretive research questions.
Following a trajectory from descriptive, to interpretive, to reflective, each of these
questions is addressed in its own section:
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1. How do nature selfies shared on social media platforms relate nature and people?
(Findings)

2. Which nature/society relationships are afforded through nature selfies? (Analysis)
3. Could it be otherwise? (Discussion)

In order to explore these questions, we identified three cases from different plat-
forms and with different participation logics that relate to Swedish friluftsliv. The cases
were chosen to explore nature selfies on a variety of platforms without overinterpreting
platform-specific affordances. Concretely, the cases are: (1) the hashtag #friluftsliv on
Instagram, because the platform is known for its selfie-culture and the hashtag is
organic (i.e. it is popularised through ongoing use and is not orchestrated as part of a
specific campaign or challenge, see e.g. Abrahams and Leber 2021); (2) a challenge as
part of a Facebook group which awards “certificates” to people who claimed to have
visited a certain number of nature reserves or national parks, because the platform is
traditionally rather text-based and the challenge sets clear guidelines for participation
without making explicit mention of selfies; and (3) reviews of kayaking experiences
on Tripadvisor, because it is embedded in a commercial logic where selfies seem
unexpected, and because it is not a social network but still monetises the attention of
its users—concretely, recognition happens based on participation not on peer inter-
action (i.e. points are awarded for any post or picture, and little value is attributed by
peers’ “likes”) and the platform earns from directly selling experiences. As no case
requires people to post selfies in order to participate, identified selfies can be under-
stood as inviting some sort of additional feedback by other users (Li et al. 2018;
Souza et al. 2015). For each of these cases, we defined a scope including platforms,
search terms, and the time frame of our data collection. Table 1 outlines the three
cases and illustrates what internal or external rewards for participation exist. Detailed
descriptions of case, platform contexts, and relevant affordances can be found in
Appendix A.

In a shared document we reported on the selfies (including links to the pictures)
we found in the three cases. Here we shared observations and interpretations. In
weekly meetings we discussed our findings to develop the analysis. Given our interest
in the interaction of people, platform, and nature, we went beyond the selfie and also
investigated how people circulate selfies and interact within the case on the specific
platform. Thus, we noted down observations relating to: (1) the images themselves; (2)
the images in combination with their directly co-located text (e.g. descriptions written
by the user and any responding comments); and (3) their context within the case (e.g.
by considering platform affordances and functions, and by considering visually close
non-selfie images). We adjusted our ongoing analysis based on emergent patterns and
insights. For example, triggered by our data, we started to pay attention to the role of
human-made materials (such as maps, or mugs) early on. As seasons have a significant
influence on friluftsliv, we collected selfies during a longer time period, between
February and June 2021, and except for the Instagram stream, also included material
posted earlier, since the other platforms enabled the viewing of those. After a while
and looking at dozens of nature selfies in each case, we found that for each of these
three cases, motifs, constellations, arrangements, and styles started to repeat them-
selves; we focused on describing and analysing the patterns of the position of people
and nature and their interaction in the selfies, which we describe in section five. From
this iterative and joint analysis of observing, describing, analysing and discussing
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many selfies on the three platforms, we constructed four archetypal, non-exclusive
nature/society relationships to summarise and capture traces of the nature/society rela-
tionships observable in the selfies. We introduce these in Section 6.

Throughout this process, we followed the ethical guidelines of the Association of
Internet Researchers (franzke et al. 2020). Concretely, all primary data we collected
were publicly available on the Internet; the data collected from Instagram and
Facebook were collected through our private accounts on those platforms, using the
inbuilt functionalities to save or bookmark content on their service. No primary data
were stored or made accessible outside the bounds of these platforms beyond what
was necessary for processing and analysis. We do not reproduce any images in this

Table 1. Overview of the cases.

Case Platform Data collection Context

#friluftsliv Instagram: a photo-
and video-sharing
social media
platform where
uploading was only
possible via
smartphones.4

Collection from the
open feed; from
Feb to June 2021.
Used Instagram’s
collection feature,
note-taking, and
screenshots.

Through the use of this
hashtag, everyone can
post and view contents.
Use is likely motivated
by a desired association
with this theme or being
identifiable through it.

Outdoor
challenge

Facebook: a device-
independent social
media platform
with public and
private groups.

Instagram: see above.

Collection from Feb
to June 2021,
looking back until
August 2020.
Collection from
Facebook group as
well as Instagram
account and related
hashtag. Used
Facebook’s and
Instagrams’s
collection feature,
note-taking, and
screenshots.

Use of hashtags (Instagram
and Facebook), see
above. Participation in the
Facebook group appears
to be motivated by
obtaining an award. As
there is little interaction
apart from award
inquiries and the admin’s
comments, sharing or
“celebrating” experiences
is less prominent.

Kayak Rental
and Tours

Tripadvisor: a
crowdsourced
platform for
reviewing tourist
experiences using
quantitative ratings
as well as
comments; a digital
“word of mouth”
(Jeacle and Carter
2011).

Collection in Feb/Mar
2021 from the six
most-reviewed
experiences in
Sweden related to
the search term
“kayak.”
Investigation
looking back until
2016. Used note-
taking and
screenshots.

Reviews include museums,
national parks,
restaurants, bars, or
guided tours, and can
include both text and
imagery, uploaded by
organisations or users.
Posting requires an
account, and engagement
gives people platform-
internal points and status
distinctions. Each image
gives extra points and
appears to underline or
illustrate some parts of
the experience as covered
in the review text.
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article because of both copyright and privacy, but have redrawn and thereby anony-
mised some exemplary selfies in Figure 1. All written language was in Swedish and
Norwegian; quotes provided in this article are translated and anonymised, and semi-
public or commercial digital spaces will not be named to ensure confidentiality.

For our final question, could it be otherwise?, we use additional data: reflections
from our own attempts to create different styles of nature selfies, which took inspir-
ation in the tradition of “breaching experiments” (Garfinkel 1984). For a period of six
months, we attempted to take what we termed “ugly nature selfies,” in order to expose
and subvert some of the norms underlying nature selfies which we identified in our
research. Following that same thread of curiosity, in autumn 2021 we issued an “Ugly
Nature Selfies Challenge,” to see what norms and ideas would be challenged by people
uninvolved in the research. We created a private Facebook group, invited collaborators
and colleagues to take and share “ugly nature selfies” with the group, and posted a
few of our own nature selfies to make the group look less empty. We framed the chal-
lenge as fun, engaging, and subversive but left it open to participants what they
thought was an “ugly nature selfie,” which we described as a selfie about “what you
would normally not share or what you did not like about your outdoor experience”
(the full instructions are reproduced in Appendix B). Including the authors, eighteen
people joined our private facebook group, and ten people shared their selfies, with a
lot of intriguing selfies subverting even the authors’ ideas of “ugly nature selfies.” At
the end of the two week challenge phase, we facilitated a 90min long workshop, in
which twelve people discussed these “ugly nature selfies” and the underlying norms.
Throughout our own experimentation and the challenge, we regularly reflected on
impossibilities, struggles, and awkwardness of subverting the norms of nature selfies,
and asked our participants to do the same. Our work with ugly nature selfies is not
representative for Swedish social media use or selfie-taking, nor is it meant to be.
Instead, we used it as a reflexive tool to explore and experience first-hand some of the
norms and affordances in nature selfies and their pervasiveness. This explorative work-
shop and our own selfies provided insights, directions, and reflections that informed
the discussion and conclusions of this article.

5. Findings: the nature in nature selfies

Across all cases, we saw faces and bodies or their material extensions, and intermedi-
ary objects that related nature and one or more people, including food and drink, tools,
equipment, signposts, or kayaks. We also noticed many blurred backgrounds such as
landscapes or trees, as well as habitually applied image filters, including modifications
of contrasts and colours, in reflection of affordances such as facial recognition and
filter-based background blurring, which are built-in filters in Instagram and many
smartphone photography apps and appear to be part of platform-specific aesthetics. In
Figure 1, we reproduced exemplary selfies from across our three case studies in an
adaptation of Instagram’s tile overview, to which we refer throughout the article using
the associated panel number. In the remainder of this section, we discuss the specifics
of the different selfies and cases across our data.

As expected, most of the selfies collected via #friluftsliv showed one (panel 1) or
more faces, either next to each other (panel 2) or some relegated to the background
(panel 3). We also identified couples, groups of friends, parents with children, and
whole families. Dogs were frequently displayed (panel 4), and seldom birds and fish
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(panel 5). At large, selfies in #friluftsliv and the outdoor challenge were similar, but
the latter also featured some selfies emphasising human-made outdoor infrastructure:
there were many signposts (panel 6) and public maps (panel 7), which related the pho-
tographer to a specific location such as a nature reserve. These intermediary objects
seemed to function as evidence that the photographer had actually been somewhere,
and thus follow a narrative consistent with the platform- and case-specific context.

Figure 1. Illustration of 15 selfies found across the case studies, cropped to square excerpts
within a grid that could be found in this way in Instagram’s smartphone app.
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Besides faces, two other popular motifs were hands and feet/legs. Hand selfies usu-
ally showed one of the photographer’s hands holding an object, most often drinking
containers, but also food and food containers, knives, fishing rods and similar tools, a
saw, a lantern, a watch, and several fish. Many of these gadgets or animals were pre-
sented for the camera, putting the object into focus. Many also displayed a logo, or the
post was accompanied by other hashtags that point to a business or activity being pro-
moted by the photo (see below). In several hand-selfies, the traditional S�ami vessel
guksi or plastic facsimiles can be seen (panel 8).

The landscape played a subordinate role in most of these selfies: some featured
snow as a uniform, white background, and others a few trees, which might enable the
viewer to imagine the photographer sitting in a clearing, next to a river (panel 9) or a
lake, or occasionally looking out over vast landscapes seemingly untouched by traffic,
houses, or other human influences. By contrast, selfies of legs or feet often featured a
more impressive or activity-focused backdrop, including resting feet at a campfire
(panel 10), with a kayak in sight, or pointing out of an opened tent. In some other
hand-and-gadget selfies, we had to infer from the outdoor clothes worn by people in
the picture or by accompanying text and hashtags that the photo was related to outdoor
pursuits. And one selfie photographed indoors showed a foot resting on a windowsill
(panel 11); together with the used hashtag #friluftsliv, this appeared like an ironic com-
mentary on the hashtag and outdoor life in general.

Among selfies on Tripadvisor, conventional selfies of faces were uncommon. The
few existing ones tended to include more than one person: often smiling, from within
the same or another kayak, conveying a sense of comradery and shared adventure
(panel 12). More common were images that included body parts or mediated a distinct
subject position through outdoor equipment: on the one hand, we found some hands
with food and drinks, as well as feet, but on the other hand we also saw selfies taken
from the perspective of the photographer with the tip of a kayak in the water. Such
selfies were by far the most shared in this case study, and they often involved gear
attached to the kayak, such as compass, water bottles, and maps (panel 13). In most of
these selfies, the environment took up the largest part of the picture, while face, legs,
or equipment functioned as a “pin” in it, positioning the photographer within the envir-
onment and adventure. Many of these images appeared to explicitly point at beautiful
scenery, including some that targeted a sight such as a castle (panel 14). Unlike other
traveller selfies, the absence of a face shifted the message from “I, the photographer,
was here” to “this could be you!” We also found this type of kayak selfie in the other
two cases.

In both the case of #friluftsliv and Tripadvisor, commercial and private experiences
blurred. In the case of #friluftsliv, it was quite common that descriptions or hashtags
included references to manufacturers or stores of outdoor equipment and clothing, but
also tourism associations, outdoor campaigns, magazines, or tour operators. And as an
analytical lens, each of these hashtags offered different interpretations and analyses.
Sometimes branded items such as food and drinks even featured prominently in the
selfies (panel 15). The absence of these images in the case of the outdoor challenge
points not only to Instagram’s central position in influencer culture and the associated
advertising business, but also to a different setup of the challenge compared to an
organic hashtag-related space. Even though on Tripadvisor both travellers and rated
businesses can upload images, we were surprised to see that businesses also uploaded
selfies as part of their promotional material. In most cases those kayak selfies were
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again taken from the photographer’s point of view, thereby underscoring the universal-
ity of the experience. However, selfies uploaded by businesses often appeared edited
and slicker-looking than the selfies of regular visitors, possibly due to different, non-
smartphone hardware and post-production efforts.

6. Analysis: nature/society relationships

From our empirical material we constructed four types of nature/society relationships.
These four relationships, which we call (1) marking; (2) performing; (3) conquering;
and (4) promoting, are summarised in Table 2 and overlap or intersect in some selfies.

First, selfies mark a location and place the photographer simultaneously within
nature experiences and online environments (see e.g. panels 3, 6, 14). Similar to the
writing on stones and trees, a nature selfie aided by timestamps and geo-tagging marks
where the photographer has been. As such, a nature selfie lends credibility to an
experience and the photographer’s involvement in it. For example, the background—
recognisable or not—in a generic, face-centric selfie, marks the photographer’s pres-
ence in digital space as much as in the outdoor environment. Co-located text and vis-
ual markers draw attention to anticipated or past performance or experience (see the
following paragraph). And in the case of the outdoor challenge where landmarks may
not be as universally recognisable, there are instead selfies with maps and signposts to
locate the photographer. Many selfies also imply solitude, “composed to erase all signs
of human presence” (Kohn 2018, 2) and thereby position nature as a beautiful and
uninhabited spectacle, where strangers are absent whilst civilization is hidden or dis-
tant. In the case of kayak selfies, this co-location of marking untouched nature and the
photographer’s presence displayed in a nearly full-screen image happens through the

Table 2. Four nature/society relationships identified in the three cases; elements listed in one
case may also be found in other cases.

#friluftsliv on
Instagram

Outdoor
challenge

Kayak
rentals/Tours on
Tripadvisor

Examples of
enabling

affordances5

Marking Nature not at centre
stage, but as a
backdrop to
people’s activities

Nature experiences
need to be
evidenced and
portrayed
authentically

Nature as an
uninhabited
spectacle

Geo-tagging,
timestamps,
display size

Performing Nature as a space
for activity or
adventure

Nature as the setting
of an activity

Nature as the
setting of an
activity

Portrait modes,
background
blurring

Conquering Nature as a place
names that can be
visited and ticked
off a “bucket list”

Nature experiences
as something that
can be counted
and certified

Nature as a
challenge to
overcome

social recognition,
commenting

Promoting Nature as a stage
for
communicating
about brands and
products through
imagery and text

Nature as a tourist
and recreational
highlight

Nature as a
commodifiable
experience,
with selfies
also used by
commercial
actors

Tagging of other
users, social
recognition,
difficulty to see
commercial
intent
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tip of the kayak. Showing it, transforms the way nature is imagined from a picturesque
surrounding to an immersive experience.

Second, selfies appear performance-oriented, such as in the outdoor challenge
where sharing of selfies contributes to achievement (see e.g. panels 2, 4, 5). This pat-
tern repeats throughout the data: outdoor photos shared using #friluftsliv on Instagram
foreground activity, adventure and achievements. People are skiing, fishing, walking
with children or dogs, or are about to embark on a hike or a run. Sometimes the
images explicitly depict these activities, or they are hinted at in the accompanying
texts and hashtags. Selfies with the tip of the kayak pin audience into the photogra-
phers perspective: without the tip of the kayak, this would be a rather boring picture
of water surface and horizon, and might have never been taken in the first place—the
addition of the tip of the kayak provides the kayaker’s point of view. From this per-
spective, the stage of the activity becomes visible as distance, mist, or waves context-
ualise any achievements. When selfies portray nature as a performance-oriented
activity, it becomes applaudable and thus shareable on social media.

Third, when selfies are staged as performance-oriented and furthermore display a
struggle, nature is easily reduced to something to be explored and conquered (see e.g.
panels 1, 13). Concretely, these selfies suggest that, in nature, endurance is needed and
challenges need to be overcome. Gear is often depicted to aid in this effort as selfies
do not tend to show smiling faces and blue sky—making them appear less staged. Feet
in a sleeping bag in the snow suggest that suffering is possible, as do selfies with fro-
zen beards or eyebrows. A selfie depicting the tip of the kayak in high waves and mist
makes kayaking a challenge, whilst equipment mounted on a kayak such as compasses
or maps suggest that a trip requires navigation skills. As selfies of such experiences
and challenges—but also the potential of beauty—are geolocated, the place itself is
turned into a spectacle and commodified through the increased attention a selfie deliv-
ers. The overall setup of the outdoor challenge—to visit, count, and list nature reserves
that people visited alongside uploading photos—also relies on the endurance of
participants whilst challenges are more diffuse. We also observe the commodification
of outdoor experiences into a box-ticking exercise in frequent comments that simply
ask “Where?” In this context the question appears to say: “This looks impressive/
exciting/challenging, I would like to have the same experience/picture, can you guide
me to it?” While this may also be related to marking or performing nature selfies, we
interpret the comment as exhibiting the commentator’s endurance and eagerness to
explore. Consequently, when outdoor experiences are transformed into a box-ticking
exercise, specific locations in nature become popularised, potentially damaging ecosys-
tems, for example through increased erosion, noise, or littering.

Finally, alongside the commodification of experience and space to generate atten-
tion, in particular our case exploring #friluftsliv on Instagram shows how nature serves
as a backdrop for selling products and services (see e.g. panels 9, 14, 15). This likely
reflects that the platform became a commercialised space where branding is the norm.
While nature selfies showing faces appear overall less commercial, advertising for
products or services happens regularly in hand and foot selfies on #friluftsliv. When
companies or organisations are tagged, it is often unclear if someone is paid for pro-
moting a product, if people like their gear and want others to know, or if people hope
to get more reach by adding more hashtags. In the other two cases, experiences are
emphasised more than products. This happens either through introducing symbolic sig-
nificance and social recognition for visiting local nature reserves and national parks, or
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by commercial actors whose use of selfies can be interpreted as an attempt to inspire
people to engage with the nature accessible through their rental kayaks.

7. Discussion: the (im)possibility of different nature/society relationships in
selfies

In our study, the nature that emerged through selfies was homogeneous: A curated,
polished, and especially on Instagram, filtered, high-contrast version of nature, which
served to present the photographer in an idealised, stunning, unpopulated wilderness
where the few signs of a distant civilisation might be maps, signposts, paths, or planks
over the bogs. As we outlined, nature in nature selfies appears as a place to present
yourself in, to perform in, to conquer, or to promote something—all enabled and main-
tained by specific platform affordances. Not only promotion, but also a focus on inter-
mediary objects such as gear, the challenges faced, or that photographers appear to
“consume nature as a big coulisse and arena for their recreation and sport activities,”
illustrate Gelter’s (2000, 82) critique of friluftsliv as increasingly commercialised, and
with little interest for connection to nature itself. Accordingly, selfies and platforms
co-create and reinforce needs for “that” view that people want to be seen in and “more
stunning” or “more challenging” nature as part of outdoor recreation lifestyles. As
expected, nature selfies are also a stage for the performance of the self (e.g. Marwick
2015).

We consider the nature/society relationships afforded through nature selfies as
problematic: on the one hand, they hide almost all human interaction with nature and
idealise nature as pristine. On the other hand, nature selfies commodify nature as part
of individuals’ identity work, in order to generate more attention, or as a backdrop to
other economic exchanges. Within the observed cases, then, nature is the stage for a
specific community to present the “good self” in “beautiful nature.” Conversely, alter-
native depictions of nature/society relationships in selfies might display and consider
nature’s less photogenic aspects or position it as something invariably intertwined with
society. These more realistic depictions could enable viewers to connect to the photo-
graphed place rather than the mediatised moment of a “good outdoor experience,” and
the “perfect selfie spot.” But most platforms make nuanced engagement with the place
behind the picture difficult. As we discuss in the following paragraphs, the context of
the attention economy on multi-sided platforms makes it difficult for viewers to con-
sider the place behind the picture, and for the photographer to provide a nuanced and
unspectacular account of connection to nature which is created without considering
future attention.

After creating and analysing the data from our three cases, we specifically experi-
mented with taking selfies that could (re)present the imperfect, destructive, or popu-
lated nature experiences of our (sub-)urban lives. We composed images with ordinary,
possibly monotonous nature with and without using image filters that would not nor-
mally attract attention online; we incorporated alternatively extraordinary motifs in our
selfies, including the “ugly” (i.e. not pristine) parts of outdoor recreation, such as
felled trees, rubbish, but also wind turbines, motorways, or other peri-urban infrastruc-
ture; we experimented with facial expressions, angles, perspectives, filters, and the
lack thereof; we all felt that our images had to be exciting enough to be shared and
thus included a somewhat activist message. Our selfies should be stunning, but with a
glitch. Our faces, looking away from the issues we wanted to highlight, served as
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evidence in our non-connectedness with nature. Even within our small trial, we care-
fully considered the attention of others: A picture of an ordinary but tidy peri-urban
forest or field without people or infrastructure on a grey afternoon and without using
image filters seemed unworthy to ask others to “like,” which, as the literature suggests,
is the main reason to share selfies (cf. Liu 2021; Pounders, Kowalczyk, and Stowers
2016).

With the same curiosities, we issued an “Ugly Nature Selfies Challenge” to see
how others would challenge the norms of nature selfies. The submitted selfies exhib-
ited a diversity of subversive possibilities, including a selfie with a chainsaw in front
of a felled tree, a selfie of someone lying in a green driveway, and selfies with plastic
plants or composting containers. The discussion in the workshop was marked by con-
fusion: we found that a deviation from the norm made many other meanings unstable,
among others reflected in discussions around the terms “ugly” and “nature,” from
whose perspective ugliness was determined, and how human interventions in nature
should be evaluated. As anticipated based on the literature review, the tendency to
read and interpret selfies positively (Souza et al. 2015) made it difficult to identify the
“ugly” and instead we tried to find the “beautiful” or an activist message, even when
it was not intended to be there (cf. Carr and Milstein 2021). Accordingly, both in the
challenge and in our data we found it nearly impossible to identify a “bad” outdoor
experience in selfies: for example, a kayak selfie in the fog quickly turned into a chal-
lenge (see the kayaking case), and a selfie with a chainsaw in front of a felled tree still
signalled achievement (see earlier in this paragraph).

We had framed this intervention as a challenge, imitating a typical way of engag-
ing people on social media (Burgess, Miller, and Moore 2018). Even though partici-
pation was limited to colleagues, the pervasive logic of the challenge made us
promise excitement and contribution to some undefined “greater good.” As part of
the challenge, we shared our own experimental imagery with the intention of creating
engagement, and we “liked” and commented on participants’ submissions to reward
them for their efforts. A challenge inherently inserts a goal into the pursuit of out-
door experiences, making it an instance of postmodern friluftsliv (see Gelter 2000)
where connection is sought with distant others instead of with nature. Arguably,
even selfies not shared on social media likely aim to connect the present moment
with others or a future self.

The prominent feature of gamification through challenges and platform affordances
(Hristova et al. 2020) is also prominent in our three cases. Enabled by platform affor-
dances, each of the cases amplified engagement and thus attention through specific
rules: Tripadvisor’s point system rewards people for uploading images such as selfies,
in turn making tour and rental outlets more trustworthy and visible. The outdoor chal-
lenge was explicitly framed as a challenge, making participants hold themselves
accountable to reach a goal and thereby prolonging engagement with the platform.
Also, when uploading content as part of organic hashtags, users want engagement.
While selfies generally lead to more interaction than other pictures (Souza et al.
2015), including hashtags such as #friluftsliv in an Instagram post creates and increases
an audience of corporate and individual strangers with the intention of gaining more
“likes” and “followers.” Nature selfies thus render nature as the “big coulisse and are-
na” (Gelter 2000, 82) to people’s “likeable” participation in both outdoor recreation
and related online communities. As our cases were firmly embedded within the atten-
tion economy, all participation in these needs to be interpreted in the platforms’ pursuit
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to maximise attention, participation, and thus revenue (Hristova et al. 2020; Zulli
2018).

Another issue we identified in our “ugly nature selfie” experiment was managing
our own attention: we constantly engaged with the homogenisation of motifs which
can also be found on social media platforms. Once we had something we liked, we
started experimenting and doing more of this. At the same time, we challenged each
other to find ever more places and ways to interpret and take ugly nature selfies. Just
like the selfies that motivated questions of “Where?” described in our analysis section
above, we also discussed locations and seldom took selfies in places that might be dif-
ficult to recognise (exceptions were close-up selfies with trash or roadkill). When shar-
ing, we tried to focus on short texts, considering an image less useful if it needed
explanation because of the short attention cycle encouraged by the platforms, while at
the same time reflecting upon the difference a text needed to make to escape the loom-
ing interpretation as “beautiful with a glitch.” Nevertheless, many selfies that we and
our participants took and shared as part of our challenge maintained and kept promin-
ent an idealised nature without bringing us closer to the friluftsliv ideals of connected-
ness and participation (see Gelter 2000). Instead, we marked idealised nature by
absence, for example through a selfie in front of a heron in a pond made of concrete,
or a selfie in front of wood offcuts in a nature reserve. If this was “ugly,” nature
ideally needed to be untouched. By seeking to break the norms of nature selfies, we
made them visible without being able to offer alternative nature/society relationships.

Attention management is also something we could observe in our cases. Instagram,
for example, manages the glance (Zulli 2018) in its tiled overviews (see Figure 1
above), where reading accompanying text requires the same effort as “liking” some-
thing. Albeit not managing attention through peer-to-peer interaction like social media
platforms, imagery on Tripadvisor can also obtain a privileged position. In the image
gallery—an affordance of the platform—any associated detailed reviews related to a
rental outlet are omitted. Any of these platforms invite immediate engagement that
only halts at the most stunning, attention-grabbing elements to drop an actual or—
when not logged in—imagined “like,” “heart,” or “thumbs up” to a post or a selfie—
before proceeding with booking an activity or scrolling further. The affordances that in
other contexts lead to polarisation (Williams et al. 2015) here lead to homogenisation:
Content with high engagement is amplified by the platform, leading to even more
engagement. Such popular content is then reproduced and amplified by other users—
including by commercial enterprises as part of “synthetic personalisation” (Fairclough
2001)—in the hope of attracting a similarly large audience. This mechanism of repro-
duction leads to recognisable locations and photo styles (Arts et al. 2021a)—such as
hand, foot, or kayak selfies—as well as to homogenised activities and ways of concep-
tualising nature/society relationships. The quick glance at many relatively homoge-
neous images, for example in a tile view, shapes what the viewer wants to be seen
doing, having, and sharing (Liu 2021): a commercialised friluftsliv, where viewers can
“consume” ever more nature from the “bucket list” while showing off a new backpack,
following in someone else’s footsteps, and overcoming challenges. Only what fits into
this canonised “extraordinariness” is acknowledged and gets attention; and attention is
what counts for publicly active participants in social media. However, while the con-
text of the attention economy might be novel, the underlying motifs and discourses
represent older narratives of a friluftsliv that had long been commercialised (see Gelter
2000).
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While the identified nature/society relationships depend on “beautiful” nature
selfies, to our frustration and surprise our “ugly nature selfies” integrated and repro-
duced varieties of these identified nature/society relationships. This is significant,
because it has implications for which actions are enabled and which ones are con-
strained. To explain: based on our experiments, we suggest that a subversion of these
“beauty” norms is plausible within the confinements of the attention economy, and can
be achieved by creating a community with their own ideas of an “ugly” nature selfie
and a reward system that maintains this. Models for this can be found in participatory
online campaigns (e.g. Katz-Kimchi and Manosevitch 2015) and movements (e.g.
Wood 2021) that use existing algorithmic incentive structures for their cause. Models
may also be found in other platforms and communities, such as online biodiversity
citizen science where people observe, identify, and report species. While largely work-
ing on their own, people interact with others related to identification (also on other
social media platforms), peer validation, or the reported data (Ekstr€om 2022).
However, any such community would not be able to to meet the ideals of a genuine
friluftsliv which emphasises connection and participation (see Gelter 2000), but instead
it would encourage people in their identity performance as reproduced through the
meaning attributed to affordances of likes, shares, and comments by their peers—or
alternatively by engaging with affordances such as list of species sightings or “white
spots on a map” that some people want to populate (Ekstr€om 2022, 257). This identity
might lean towards one of “a diligent activist” or “a diligent citizen scientist” instead
of “an adventurous traveller,” but supported by attention economy and platform affor-
dances nature also here remains a consumable backdrop to an identity performance.
Overall then, as Koot and Fletcher observed, initiatives promoting alternative nature/-
society relationships risk to “not support empowering collective action, but instead
depoliticize and commodify environmental activism” (2020, 287).

8. Conclusion

In this article, we investigated nature selfies in the context of friluftsliv and three
multi-sided platforms to explore how they relate nature and people, which relationships
they consequently afford, and if selfies could be otherwise—that is, if alternative
digitally-mediated nature/society relationships could plausibly display different rela-
tionships to nature. Within our three cases, we identified four nature/society relation-
ships afforded by nature selfies and platform affordances, which influence and are
influenced by existing ideas of engagement in outdoor recreation. These relationships
are: (1) marking, whereby selfies locate people in a specific, potentially recognisable
outdoor space; (2) performing, whereby selfies show people participating in outdoor
activities; (3) conquering, whereby selfies support the rendering of nature as a chal-
lenge to master, possibly on a bucket list; and (4) promoting, whereby selfies com-
modify nature as part of commercial activities.

We inquired how attention economy and platform affordances shape how nature
selfies are shared and thus produce and reproduce ideas of what “nature” is supposed
to be seen as within the involved communities, and by extension during outdoor activ-
ities. We attempted to use these insights to challenge the identified norms of nature
selfies and the limitations of platform affordances and attention economy by experi-
menting with what we called “ugly nature selfies.” In this process, we noticed that the
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impact of platform affordances and attention economy persisted, which made subver-
sion difficult.

Throughout the article, we show the role of multi-sided platforms and how they
are part of shared meaning-making about the environment. These impact not only
nature/society relationships afforded through nature selfies; instead, through interaction
of people and platforms general “grammars” emerge, which normalise certain ideas
and expressions—for example about the environment. As multi-sided platforms aim to
maximise the time that people spend interacting with their content by directing and
continually engaging their attention, we conclude that nature/society relationships are
thus not only shaped by local historic ideas, for example of friluftsliv, but are increas-
ingly co-constituted by technology, nature, and people entangled in global digital
platforms.

Notes
1. We furthermore refer to “nature/society relationships” using the slash as a symbol for

division in “nature/culture,” thereby engaging with separation and difference of nature and
society (Inglis and Bone 2006).

2. Both concepts also exist throughout Scandinavia, albeit with slightly different connotations;
see e.g. Gurholt and Haukeland (2019) on friluftsliv compared across Norway, Sweden and
Denmark. Furthermore, the indigenous populations of the European Arctic, the S�ami, have
their own ways of relating to nature (e.g. Elenius, Allard, and Sandstr€om 2016).

3. In general, multi-sided platforms optimise content shown to users to keep them on the
platform for longer or make them return. This includes that content is shown based on
overall popularity, personalisation, or localisation—these specifics, as well as what
“popularity” is (e.g. ratings, likes), differ amongst platforms.

4. After the end of the study period, in October 2021, Instagram officially enabled posting
from desktops. Before that, phones needed to be emulated or images transferred to a phone
in order to be uploaded to Instagram.

5. Platform affordances here exclude text and hashtags as they are relevant throughout.
6. As stored on archive.org: https://web.archive.org/web/20210904180544/https://about.instagram.

com/features

Acknowledgements
This work has been supported by Mistra, the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Environmental
Research, through the research programme Mistra Environmental Communication. The authors
wish to thank Merisa Martinez, Anke Fischer, and two anonymous reviewers for elaborate
suggestions on a previous version of the paper, and the enthusiastic participants at our workshop
during the Mistra Environmental Communication programme days.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID

Malte R€odl http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4777-3134
Jutta Haider http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8293-8208
Sofie Joosse http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8724-0183

Journal of Environmental Planning and Management 1945

https://web.archive.org/web/20210904180544/https://about.instagram.com/features
https://web.archive.org/web/20210904180544/https://about.instagram.com/features


References
Abdelkafi, Nizar, Christina Raasch, Angela Roth, and R. Srinivasan. 2019. “Multi-Sided

Platforms.” Electronic Markets 29 (4): 553–559. doi:10.1007/s12525-019-00385-4.
Abrahams, Alexei, and Andrew Leber. 2021. “Comparative Approaches to Mis/Disinformationj

Electronic Armies or Cyber Knights? The Sources of Pro-Authoritarian Discourse on Middle
East Twitter.” International Journal of Communication 15 (0): 27.

Arts, Irma, Anke Fischer, Dominic Duckett, and Ren�e van der Wal. 2021a. “The
Instagrammable Outdoors: Investigating the Sharing of Nature Experiences Through Visual
Social Media.” People and Nature 3 (6): 1244–1256. doi:10.1002/pan3.10239.

Arts, Irma, Anke Fischer, Dominic Duckett, and Ren�e van der Wal. 2021b. “Information
Technology and the Optimisation of Experience: The Role of Mobile Devices and Social
Media in Human-Nature Interactions.” Geoforum 122 (June): 55–62. doi:10.1016/j.
geoforum.2021.03.009.

Bell, Beth T., Jennifer A. Cassarly, and Lucy Dunbar. 2018. “Selfie-Objectification: Self-
Objectification and Positive Feedback (“Likes”) Are Associated with Frequency of Posting
Sexually Objectifying Self-Images on Social Media.” Body Image 26 (September): 83–89.
doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.005.

Berglez, Peter, and Ulrika Olausson. 2021. “Climate Irresponsibility on Social Media. A Critical
Approach to ‘High-Carbon Visibility Discourse’.” Social Semiotics. Advance online
publication. doi:10.1080/10350330.2021.1976053.

Brandon, Suzanne. 2021. “Selling Extinction: The Social Media(Tion) of Global Cheetah
Conservation.” Geoforum 127 (December): 189–197. doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2021.10.016.

Bucher, Taina. 2018. If…Then: Algorithmic Power and Politics. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Burgess, Adam, Vincent Miller, and Sarah Moore. 2018. “Prestige, Performance and Social
Pressure in Viral Challenge Memes: Neknomination, the Ice-Bucket Challenge and
SmearForSmear as Imitative Encounters.” Sociology 52 (5): 1035–1051. doi:10.1177/
0038038516680312.

Burns, Anne. 2015. “Self(ie)-Discipline: Social Regulation as Enacted Through the Discussion
of Photographic Practice.” International Journal of Communication 9 (2015): 1716–1733.

Carr, John, and Tema Milstein. 2021. “See Nothing But Beauty”: The Shared Work of Making
Anthropogenic Destruction Invisible to the Human Eye.” Geoforum 122: 183–192. doi:10.
1016/j.geoforum.2021.04.013.

Chianese, Robert Louis. 2014. “Is Nature Photography Too Beautiful?” American Scientist 102
(1): 64–67. doi:10.1511/2014.106.64.

Cloke, Paul, and Harvey C. Perkins. 2002. “Commodification and Adventure in New Zealand
Tourism.” Current Issues in Tourism 5 (6): 521–549. doi:10.1080/13683500208667939.

Coffey, Brian. 2001. “National Park Management and the Commercialisation of Nature: The
Victorian Experience.” Australasian Journal of Environmental Management 8 (2): 70–78.
doi:10.1080/14486563.2001.10648515.

Drennig, Georg. 2013. “Taking a Hike and Hucking the Stout: The Troublesome Legacy of the
Sublime in Outdoor Recreation.” Culture Unbound 5 (4): 551–568. doi:10.3384/cu.2000.
1525.135551.

Duffy, Rosaleen. 2014. “Interactive Elephants: Nature, Tourism and Neoliberalism.” Annals of
Tourism Research 44 (January): 88–101. doi:10.1016/j.annals.2013.09.003.

Ekstr€om, Bj€orn. 2022. “A Niche of Their Own: Variations of Information Practices in
Biodiversity Citizen Science.” Journal of Documentation 78 (7): 248–265. doi:10.1108/JD-
07-2021-0146.

Elenius, Lars, Christina Allard, and Camilla Sandstr€om, ed. 2016. Indigenous Rights in Modern
Landscapes: Nordic Conservation Regimes in Global Context. London: Routledge. doi:10.
4324/9781315607559.

Faimau, Gabriel. 2020. “Towards a Theoretical Understanding of the Selfie: A Descriptive
Review.” Sociology Compass 14 (12): e12840–12. doi:10.1111/soc4.12840.

Fairclough, Norman. 2001. Language and Power. 2nd ed. Harlow: Pearson Education.
franzke, aline shakti, Anja Bechmann, Michael Zimmer, and Charles M. Ess. 2020. Internet

Research: Ethical Guidelines 3.0. Association of Internet Researchers. https://aoir.org/
reports/ethics3.pdf.

1946 M. R€odl et al.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12525-019-00385-4
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10239
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2021.03.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2021.03.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2018.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2021.1976053
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2021.10.016
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038516680312
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038516680312
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2021.04.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2021.04.013
https://doi.org/10.1511/2014.106.64
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500208667939
https://doi.org/10.1080/14486563.2001.10648515
https://doi.org/10.3384/cu.2000.1525.135551
https://doi.org/10.3384/cu.2000.1525.135551
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2013.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-07-2021-0146
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-07-2021-0146
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315607559
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315607559
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12840
https://aoir.org/reports/ethics3.pdf
https://aoir.org/reports/ethics3.pdf


Garfinkel, Harold. 1984. Studies in Ethnomethodology. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Gelter, Hans. 2000. “Friluftsliv: The Scandinavian Philosophy of Outdoor Life.” Canadian

Journal of Environmental Education (CJEE) 5 (1): 77–92.
Gelter, Hans. 2010. “Friluftsliv as Slow and Peak Experiences in the Transmodern Society.”

Norwegian Journal of Friluftsliv. http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:ltu:diva-9185.
Gibson, James J. 1979. The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception. Boston, MA: Houghton

Mifflin.
Goodman, Michael K., and Sylvia Jaworska. 2020. “Mapping Digital Foodscapes: Digital Food

Influencers and the Grammars of Good Food.” Geoforum 117 (December): 183–193. doi:10.
1016/j.geoforum.2020.09.020.

Gurholt, Kirsti Pedersen, and Per Ingvar Haukeland. 2019. “Scandinavian Friluftsliv (Outdoor
Life) and the Nordic Model: Passions and Paradoxes.” In The Nordic Model and Physical
Culture, edited by Mikkel Tin, Frode Telseth, Jan Ove Tangen, and Richard Giulianotti.
Abingdon: Routledge.

Haider, Jutta. 2016. “The Shaping of Environmental Information in Social Media: Affordances
and Technologies of Self-Control.” Environmental Communication 10 (4): 473–491.
Routledge doi:10.1080/17524032.2014.993416.

Hausmann, Anna, Tuuli Toivonen, Christoph Fink, Vuokko Heikinheimo, Ritwik Kulkarni,
Henrikki Tenkanen, and Enrico Di Minin. 2020. “Understanding Sentiment of National Park
Visitors from Social Media Data.” People and Nature 2 (3): 750–760. doi:10.1002/pan3.
10130.

Hitchings, Russell, and Cecily Maller. 2022. “Smartphone Interactions and Nature Benefits:
How Predominant Approaches Picture Social Life and Ways of Advancing This Work.”
People and Nature 4 (1): 4–14. doi:10.1002/pan3.10263.

Hitchner, Sarah, John Schelhas, J. Peter Brosius, and Nathan P. Nibbelink. 2019. “Zen and the
Art of the Selfie Stick: Blogging the John Muir Trail Thru-Hiking Experience.”
Environmental Communication 13 (3): 353–365. doi:10.1080/17524032.2019.1567568.

Hristova, Dayana, Suzana Jovicic, Barbara Goebl, and Thomas Slunecko. 2020. “The Social
Media Game?: How Gamification Shapes Our Social Media Engagement.” In The Digital
Gaming Handbook, edited by Roberto Dillon, 63–94. Abingdon: CRC Press.

Hutchby, I. 2001. Conversation and Technology: From the Telephone to the Internet. Malden,
MA, London: Polity.

Inglis, David, and John Bone. 2006. “Boundary Maintenance, Border Crossing and the
Nature/Culture Divide.” European Journal of Social Theory 9 (2): 272–287. doi:10.1177/
1368431006064188.

Jeacle, Ingrid, and Chris Carter. 2011. “In TripAdvisor We Trust: Rankings, Calculative
Regimes and Abstract Systems.” Accounting, Organizations and Society 36 (4–5): 293–309.
doi:10.1016/j.aos.2011.04.002.

Joosse, Sofie, and Taylor Brydges. 2018. “Blogging for Sustainability: The Intermediary Role of
Personal Green Blogs in Promoting Sustainability.” Environmental Communication 12 (5):
686–700. Taylor & Francis. doi:10.1080/17524032.2018.1474783.

Katz-Kimchi, Merav, and Idit Manosevitch. 2015. “Mobilizing Facebook Users against
Facebook’s Energy Policy: The Case of Greenpeace Unfriend Coal Campaign.”
Environmental Communication 9 (2): 248–267. doi:10.1080/17524032.2014.993413.

Kedzior, Richard, and Douglas E. Allen. 2016. “From Liberation to Control: Understanding the
Selfie Experience.” European Journal of Marketing 50 (9/10): 1893–1902. doi:10.1108/
EJM-07-2015-0512.

Keskitalo, E. Carina H., Hannelene Schilar, Susanna Heldt Cassel, and Albina Pashkevich. 2021.
“Deconstructing the Indigenous in Tourism. The Production of Indigeneity in Tourism-
Oriented Labelling and Handicraft/Souvenir Development in Northern Europe.” Current
Issues in Tourism 24 (1): 16–32. doi:10.1080/13683500.2019.1696285.

Kohn, Tamara. 2018. “Backs” to Nature: Musing on Tourist Selfies.” In Tourists and Tourism:
A Reader. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press.

Koot, Stasja, and Robert Fletcher. 2020. “Popular Philanthrocapitalism? The Potential and
Pitfalls of Online Empowerment in ‘Free’ Nature 2.0 Initiatives.” Environmental
Communication 14 (3): 287–299. doi:10.1080/17524032.2019.1649707.

Li, Pengxiang, Leanne Chang, Trudy Hui Hui Chua, and Renae Sze Ming Loh. 2018. ‘Likes’ as
KPI: An Examination of Teenage Girls’ Perspective on Peer Feedback on Instagram and Its

Journal of Environmental Planning and Management 1947

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:ltu:diva-9185
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2020.09.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2020.09.020
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2014.993416
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10130
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10130
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10263
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1567568
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431006064188
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431006064188
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aos.2011.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2018.1474783
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2014.993413
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-07-2015-0512
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJM-07-2015-0512
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2019.1696285
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1649707


Influence on Coping Response.” Telematics and Informatics 35 (7): 1994–2005. doi:10.
1016/j.tele.2018.07.003.

Liu, Chen. 2021. “Exploring Selfie Practices and Their Geographies in the Digital Society.” The
Geographical Journal 187 (3): 240–252. doi:10.1111/geoj.12394.

Marres, Noortje. 2017. Digital Sociology: The Reinvention of Social Research. Malden, MA: Polity.
Marwick, Alice E. 2015. “Instafame: Luxury Selfies in the Attention Economy.” Public Culture

27 (1): 137–160. doi:10.1215/08992363-2798379.
Naturvårdsverket. 2023. “Friluftslivets År 2021 - Luften €Ar Fri.” Accessed 18 January. https://

web.archive.org/web/20221205121055/https://www.naturvardsverket.se/amnesomraden/friluft-
sliv/friluftslivets-ar/.

Pounders, Kathrynn, Christine M. Kowalczyk, and Kirsten Stowers. 2016. “Insight into the
Motivation of Selfie Postings: Impression Management and Self-Esteem.” European Journal
of Marketing 50 (9/10): 1879–1892. doi:10.1108/EJM-07-2015-0502.

Reis, Arianne C. 2012. “Experiences of Commodified Nature: Performances and Narratives of
Nature-Based Tourists on Stewart Island, New Zealand.” Tourist Studies 12 (3): 305–324.
doi:10.1177/1468797612461090.

Schama, Simon. 1995. Landscape and Memory. London: Harper Collins.
Souza, Fl�avio, Diego de Las Casas, Vin�ıcius Flores, SunBum Youn, Meeyoung Cha, Daniele

Quercia, and Virg�ılio Almeida. 2015. “Dawn of the Selfie Era: The Whos, Wheres, and
Hows of Selfies on Instagram.” In Proceedings of the 2015 ACM on Conference on Online
Social Networks, 221–231. COSN ’15. New York: Association for Computing Machinery.
doi:10.1145/2817946.2817948.

Stanley, Phiona. 2020. “Unlikely Hikers? Activism, Instagram, and the Queer Mobilities of Fat
Hikers, Women Hiking Alone, and Hikers of Colour.” Mobilities 15 (2): 241–256.
Routledge doi:10.1080/17450101.2019.1696038.

Van Dijck, Jos�e. 2009. “Users like You? Theorizing Agency in User-Generated Content.”
Media, Culture & Society 31 (1): 41–58. Routledge doi:10.1177/0163443708098245.

Van Dijck, Jos�e. 2013. The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Viken, Arvid. 2022. “Tourism Appropriation of S�ami Land and Culture.” Acta Borealia 39 (2):
95–114. doi:10.1080/08003831.2022.2079276.

Williams, Hywel T. P., James R. McMurray, Tim Kurz, and F. Hugo Lambert. 2015. “Network Analysis
Reveals Open Forums and Echo Chambers in Social Media Discussions of Climate Change.”
Global Environmental Change 32 (May): 126–138. doi:10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2015.03.006.

Wood, Rachel. 2021. “What I’m Not Gonna Buy”: Algorithmic Culture Jamming and Anti-
Consumer Politics on YouTube.” New Media & Society 23 (9): 2754–2772. doi:10.1177/
1461444820939446.

Zappavigna, Michele, and Sumin Zhao. 2017. “Selfies in ‘Mommyblogging’: An Emerging
Visual Genre.” Discourse, Context & Media 20 (December): 239–247. doi:10.1016/j.dcm.
2017.05.005.

Zulli, Diana. 2018. “Capitalizing on the Look: Insights into the Glance, Attention Economy, and
Instagram.” Critical Studies in Media Communication 35 (2): 137–150. doi:10.1080/
15295036.2017.1394582.

Appendix A. Case and context descriptions

Open topic #friluftsliv on Instagram

Instagram is one of the world’s leading social media platforms. It began as a mobile photo
sharing application, but now also affords other ways of communicating, such as videos or peer-
to-peer messaging. The smartphone application is specifically designed to make it as easy as
possible for users to upload selfies as it seamlessly connects to built-in cameras. Indeed, the
platform describes its features6 as supporting ways “to express yourself and connect with the
people you love,” for example by “post[ing] moments from your everyday life.” A registered
Instagram user can “follow” other users’ accounts as well as hashtags. By doing so, that user
will be met with a feed of images and videos uploaded by users and hashtags they have
“followed,” as well as “sponsored” or “promoted” posts, and advertisements. As users interact
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with content by liking, bookmarking, searching for, and commenting on posts, the sponsored
posts and advertisements become more targeted to their tastes through Instagram’s machine
learning algorithm.

We collected material from the organic (i.e. not orchestrated) hashtag #friluftsliv, which we
observed from February to June of 2021. The hashtag is used by a variety of Instagram users,
including non-commercial, private users and a number of different commercial users, such as
influencers, local businesses, and global brands. As the Swedish and Norwegian word friluftsliv
is identical, the hashtag is used in both contexts. Sometimes it is used together with texts and/or
hashtags in other languages, but the image displayed locates the user either in Norway or in
Sweden at that time. Very occasionally it also appears in non-Nordic contexts and rarely in
what looks like “spam,” i.e. the use of a popular hashtag in an unrelated post to attract a wider
audience.

Outdoor challenge across platforms

The next case we observed was an initiative formed in Sweden in the summer of 2020 “with
focus on friluftsliv and nature photography” and is framed especially in response to the Covid-
19 pandemic “to promote public health and inspire people to visit the country’s nature reserves”
(quotes from their Facebook group, translated). This challenge called “Classics of Swedish
friluftsliv” has a presence on Facebook and Instagram, as well as a separate website. Practically,
the initiative’s presence across media platforms focused on two elements: on the one hand there
were regular photo competitions in response to which a hierarchy of best photos was
established; on the other hand, people could apply for awards based on specific challenges, such
as the amount of nature reserves and national parks they had visited.

The main focus of the fieldwork was a Facebook group to which anyone could apply for
access. The first sentence of the group description reads: “Now begins the challenge for
everyone to find and share their own outdoor classics.” In this group, users can not only ask
questions, but more importantly, they are encouraged to share imagery of places that they have
visited; the administrator awards a digital certificate when users profess to have visited a certain
number of nature reserves or national parks. This can be done in the Facebook group or on the
website. While it is not explicitly required, participants who wish to receive the certificate
usually share a set of pictures which give an illustration of the places they have visited. Many
of these submissions include at least one selfie. In February 2021, we observed this initiative
retroactively since its inception and continued to observe the initiative until June 2021.

Kayak rental and tours on Tripadvisor

Tripadvisor is an online travel forum, best known for its ratings and reviews of businesses, such
as accommodation, restaurants, or rental outlets, which travellers can contribute to with text and
images. Personal recommendations have always been important for the tourist industry and
Tripadvisor offers an electronic version of this powerful “word of mouth”. For businesses,
Tripadvisor can be an important part of a marketing strategy, while travellers can identify the
next travel destination or restaurant based on the “highest-rated” experience. To share a review,
travellers need to have an account, but unlike in the other two cases, an account is not required
to view the content. In return for reviewing a business, users receive status distinctions,
including a certain number of platform-internal points that may transfer into “badges.”
Reviewers receive extra points for posting images; these images appear to underline or illustrate
some parts of the experience as covered in the review text.

On Tripadvisor, we specifically investigated kayaking experiences, for which we considered
images uploaded both as part of user reviews and as promotional material by the companies, as
both seamlessly integrate on the platform. Kayaking tours and rental are offered throughout the
country, as kayaking is a popular Swedish outdoor activity and closely related to friluftsliv. We
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investigated selfies uploaded in relation to the six most-reviewed kayak experiences in Sweden.
Tripadvisor might not seem like the most intuitive platform to upload a selfie, as it is less about
the person and more about the evaluation of an experience. Nevertheless, there are selfies in
positive reviews, but not in the rare negative reviews. In comparison to the other two cases,
selfies are less prominent among the total number of pictures. Still, selfies are used, and serve
to present the review as personal and relatable. We collected data from Tripadvisor in February
and March of 2021, and analysed all selfies of the 6 kayak experiences that had been uploaded
until then.

Appendix B. Ugly nature selfies challenge

TL;DR: Start posting whatever you think is an ugly nature selfie! We would like the aggregated
results for our research, but won’t publish or reproduce individual pictures without explicit
permission.

[Project] challenges you! Can you take ugly nature selfies? Through our research we found
that nature selfies on social media highlight beautiful nature, but hide “ugly” nature and/or
human impact on the environment, such as litter, logging, or infrastructure. Join us to hack the
nature selfie! We will discuss results, impressions, and reflections during the [workshop].

How to participate?

1. Take ugly nature selfies! When you are out on your next walk, hike, bike ride, swim,
camping trip, or similar, think about how you would share this experience with your friends
and family. But what was not so good or “beautiful” about your experience in nature?
Capture what you would normally not share or what you did not like about your outdoor
experience in a selfie! After all, it was part of your trip!

2. Share your pictures in this facebook group. It is set up specifically for participants of the
[workshop].

3. [optional] If you feel up for it, you may also want to share your selfies on a social media
stream of your choice. We suggest the hashtags #faceit #friluftsliv #friluftslivnofilter. If you
like, feel free to take the challenge one step further and nominate others to take the ugly
nature selfies challenge. However, please do not invite others to the [workshop]-specific
facebook group.

4. Reflect on how you described/tagged the picture when sharing it on social media, or think
about how you would do that if you were to share it. How would you expect your network
to react? What would it mean to leave this selfie uncommented?

5. Join our reflection session on [date] during the [workshop]. You are invited to join even if
you have not taken or shared ugly nature selfies, of course.

Background

Why ugly nature selfies? Both selfies and nature photography are excessively beautiful. Even
when they are not, we try to interpret them as such. Based on our research, we believe that
basically all nature selfies on social media highlight “beauty” whilst silencing human impact on
the environment, both everyday and commercial Inspired by Harold Garfinkel’s famous
breaching experiments, with this challenge we want to, first, explore social norms and habits
involved in the making and sharing of nature selfies, and second, see what it takes for ugly
nature selfies to break this unrealistic—and potentially harmful—perpetuation of the only-ever-
beautiful outdoors.

Why do we do this? Instructions on how to produce the perfectly beautiful nature selfie
abound, but there are no guidelines on how to make an ugly nature selfie. One of the outcomes
of this workshop will be to come up with a better understanding of how to go about, what to
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expect and aim for. Another outcome will be to engage with the norms of social media and the
anxieties involved in breaching them.

The prize? Everyone wins! We hope that you will deeply engage with our own insecurities
and anxieties about how we and others on social media perceive ourselves, nature, and our
valuable #friluftsliv time.

The small print: With this challenge we hope to inform our research. By participating you
agree that [project] may use your input—images, posts, comments, participation in the
workshop—as part of ongoing research which may include sharing your contributions during the
workshop. After the workshop, we will anonymise the generated data (screenshots, selfies, text,
workshop recording) and will discuss the selfies only on an aggregate level. Please indicate
clearly if you don’t want this to happen with your contribution. Furthermore, if your imagery
includes faces of others, either make them unidentifiable or ask these people for permission. We
will not share personally identifiable data outside our small research project and we will ask for
additional permission should we intend to reproduce any imagery you have uploaded.
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