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Abstract 

Marketing today is no longer mainly about using traditional medias to reach a desired public. 

As consumers are moving to the digital world for information search, social media has provided 

new possibilities for companies to market themselves online. Newly started branding agencies 

often have a limited budget for marketing, but the need to increase brand awareness is high. In 

this situation, social media will be a good solution, because it is easy to use, cost effective and 

has a great range of reach to the desired target group. Instagram is a photo-sharing based app 

where the communication is done visually, which can be a good choice for branding agencies.  

The purpose of this thesis is to suggest a strategy for Instagram using results from a study of 

Swedish branding agencies’ use of Instagram, during a period of one year. The empirical study 

was done using a quantitative content analysis, in combination with an image analysis. A 

selection of six agencies were used for the two analyses to gain understanding of the research 

topic. Findings showed that Instagram was mainly used to humanize the agencies’ identity, and 

at the same time filled a showcasing function. A digital strategy plan was created for a Swedish 

branding agency called LLC Design. The plan created a total of 62 posts for a period of six 

months, with four different themes called Vi Värmland, Vi i LLC, Showcase and Kunskap, to 

deliver diverse content.  

Keywords: social media, Instagram, branding agencies, digital marketing   
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1. Introduction 

With the development of the internet, consumers are moving to the digital world, which also 

means a time for companies to adjust their marketing strategy. Strategies are often build on 

theoretical framework. Yet, strategies built on the same theories may still show different results 

when performed in a real situation. A good strategy should reach the right target group, and 

desirably create value that is equal or more than the investment. The mentioned value does not 

necessarily have to be economic values, but can also be brand recognition. A correct strategy is 

important considering traditional media marketing often results in high cost, however, social 

media’s cost effectiveness seems to change the pattern. Since social media is also used as a 

communication tool, which makes traditional media no longer the only choice for advertising. 

The attractive part of social media is the wide reach within a short time of period, and its cost 

effectiveness, which helps to lower the advertising cost. Social media offers a lot of benefits, 

but the risks should not be forgotten. An example of risk is the negative comments published 

by customers, that may cause negative images if companies don’t mind responding or simply 

deletes it (Dekay, 2012).  

 

1.1. What is social media? 

The concept Web 2.0 is hard to define exactly, but it has characteristics like user interaction, 

content sharing, collaborations and more (O’Reilly, 2005, 2010). Social media, also known as 

SNS, was made possible building on these possibilities offered by Web 2.0. Kaplan and 

Haenlein (2010) explained social media as online spaces where users can interact with each 

other, and create contents.  

Instagram is a free smartphone app launched in 2010, and has today 6000M+ activities monthly 

(Instagram, 2017b). Users can take pictures using mobile phones, edit it with existing tools and 

filters before publishing. The published post is viewable by all users, except private accounts 

that needs permission for accessing, and the post can be shared to other social media platforms 

(Instagram, 2017a). McNely (2012) mentioned several key affordances of Instagram including 

features like reverse-chronological timeline, liking, commenting and following. The message 

and live video features as part of affordances was missing, probably because these were 

launched after his paper was written.  
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1.2. About the project 

This thesis is written as a report for a bachelor exam project, which is to create a digital 

marketing strategy plan for a Swedish branding agency called LLC Design, established in 

Karlstad 2014. The agency’s main business is to create graphical materials, but also creates 

marketing promotions for various projects. The primary customer group of the agency is 

entrepreneurs and projects that needs graphical materials, and the age of this group is estimated 

to be around 26 years and above. The exam project includes creation of a publishing plan and 

materials ready for publishing on Facebook and Instagram, for a period of six months. 

Instagram was the intended platform to use at the beginning, but due to decision of the agency, 

Facebook was added to the strategy plan.  

1.3. Research purpose and question 

Branding agencies are the professionals with knowledge about visual communication, who 

create materials and strategies for other companies, but how are they working with their own 

digital strategy? Various studies have been done regarding social media marketing recent years. 

However, the focus has mainly been on how it is generally used as a marketing tool. The 

purpose of this study is to investigate strategies used by Swedish branding agencies on 

Instagram. The result is used to suggest how Instagram strategy can be set up. It is also 

interesting from a perspective of visual communication to investigate what kinds of images are 

mostly used. The following questions will be asked to find the answer: 

1. Which are the most used picture categories by Swedish branding 

agencies on Instagram?  

(The picture categories are based on McNely’s (2012) coding schema, where 

he sorted pictures into different themes. A figure with explanation can be 

found in page 13.) 

2. Based on the result from analysis, how is branding agencies’ digital 

strategy expressed on Instagram? 

The strategy proposed by this thesis will only work as a base for future Instagram strategies, 

since the selection of this study only covered a small part of the whole population. Therefore, 

the result is not able to represent the whole branch.   
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2. Theoretical basis 

A literature research has been done on Google Scholar using relevant search words like, social 

media marketing, Instagram, and more. The search resulted in various kind of papers and 

books. Social media is still a relatively new research field, therefore not many specific theoretical 

frameworks could be found in earlier studies. This was also mentioned by Knoll (2016), who 

in his review found that about 45% of the articles did not have a specific theory related to it, 

the percent was decreased to 22% in 2014. This also explains why this thesis is mainly based 

on results from earlier studies.  

 

2.1. Social media marketing 

Social media’s popularity as a marketing tool is rising, meanwhile, it is also challenging the old 

brand management strategies. Mangold and Faulds (2009) argued that social media should be 

considered as a new hybrid element of promotion mix because of the benefits it generates. Also  

“…because it combines characteristics of traditional IMC tools (companies talking 

to customers) with a highly-magnified form of word-of-mouth (customers talking 

to one another) whereby marketing managers cannot control the content and 

frequency of such information” (Mangold & Faulds, 2009, s.360).  

Social media became an attracting marketing tool due to a reason stated by Kaplan and Haenlein 

(2010), it allows timely and direct contact between company and end-consumer, at a low cost 

that reaches higher efficiency level compared to traditional tools. There are internal as well as 

external factors for why social media is used as a marketing tool (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014). 

Internal factors that influences the company’s choice of entering social media is the strategy, 

positioning and targeting. External factors are the popularity, fast growth, viral nature, low-cost 

and the press from competitors who are present on social media. The authors also mentioned 

that a company’s strategy works as a general framework for the strategy. Frequent updates and 

follow up activities like competitions, new product announcements and etc are useful to keep 

consumers interested. It is important to note that all kinds of marketing activities, regardless 

online or offline, should correspond with each other to create synergies (Tsimonis & 

Dimitriadis, 2014). 

It is hard to choose one specific social media channel that works for all kinds of marketing. A 

possible starting point could be to analyse the company’s internal vision. It will be a waste of 

time and resource if a company randomly uses a social media, just because other companies 
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also uses is. Instead, the reason and goal for a brand to use social media should be made clear. 

With a clearly defined goal, the brand should have a clear market position (Gensler, Völckner, 

Liu-Thompkins & Wiertz, 2013). In traditional marketing communication where it was one-

way communication, the control was in hands of the marketing organization who made all 

decisions about the content and conversation. Now days that the consumers became a part of 

this communication, it can happen that a consumer’s words get more influence on other 

consumers than the company.  

 

2.2. Brand management on social media 

Brands need management, it works the same for traditional and new media. Brand building is 

usually done through various ways, including advertising, marketing and product placement, 

and more (Arvidsson, 2005). With the development of social media, it is easier for consumers 

to voice out opinions and participate in creating brand meaning. Despite managers being the 

main controller of management, they should not have full control. Arvidsson (2005) means that 

a certain level of mobility of brand image should be allowed, because the brand is what Lury 

(2004) called a ‘open-ended object’. However, this does not mean that control is not needed, 

this mobility should be kept within boundaries of the original brand meaning.  

Brand managers should focus on engaging and spreading positive WOM (word-of-mouth), 

which is passing information between persons through oral communication (Tsimonis & 

Dimitriadis, 2014), but also be aware of negative eWOM (electronic word-of-mouth). Because 

spreading on social media is much easier and in wider range, the negative impact can be stronger 

through social media in comparison to traditional medias. Knoll (2016) summarized that, it is 

more likely for an advertising message to be passed on if the consumer is strongly connected, 

who also generally likes to share personally related contents. The author also proposed that 

content and originality of an advertisement is an important part when passing the meaning. To 

stimulate WOM and online conversations, it is important to design the product and service 

with talking points in mind (Dobele, Lindgree, Beverland, Vanhamme, & van Wijk, 2007). 

Reindfleisch and O’Hern (2015) suggested that brands can benefit from engaging consumers 

to be promoters for the brand. Their research indicates that the chance for a consumer to attach 

to the brand increases if they participate in brand building. Even though social media engages 

consumer communication and simplifies the interaction, it still has negative impacts, such as 

difficulties for an organization to handle all conversations going on between consumers 
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(Mangold & Faulds). Therefore, if entering social media, companies should be prepared for the 

risks.  

 

2.3. Engaging consumer 

Consumers now days are no longer passive receivers, they have become creators participating 

in the process of creating brand meaning and value (Arvidsson, 2008). However, the brand 

meaning created by consumers does not always correspond to, or may collide with the original 

one. Chatterjee (2011) found that brand messages created by members on social media were 

more easily forwarded than a professional advertising message. Mangold and Faulds (2009) 

listed four points describing the impact of consumer interaction on social media. Firstly, the 

internet is now a vehicle for communications sponsored by consumers. Secondly, consumer’s 

advertising source is turning from traditional media to new media. They demand more control 

over their own media consumption. And third, consumers tend to use various types of social 

media to seek information that influences their purchase decisions. Lastly, consumers perceive 

information found on social media to be more trustworthy than corporate-sponsored messages 

(Mangold & Faulds, 2009).  

To engage consumers and get them interacted in brand communication helps to create brand 

value and positive words being said about the brand in WOM conversations. Consumers like 

to feel that they are special, and wants attention from the brand, which indicates their 

importance (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Chu (2011) suggested that marketing effect can be 

enhanced through aiming the consumers who like to tell about personal information on social 

media. It is more likely for those consumers to pass on the advertisements meaning than others. 

de Vries, Gensler and Leeflang (2012) found in a study that brand posts with vividness and 

interactivity is more attracting, which consumers respond through liking and commenting. 

They also mentioned that positive content often get more shared by people than negative 

content. Different emotions also affect the sharing behaviour, high-arousal of positive or 

negative emotions induced by the content is more shared, low-arousal emotions is the opposite 

(Berger & Milkman, 2012).  

By connecting these thoughts, attention should be payed to the fact that keeping a good 

relationship with customer is important, and it is beneficial to engage them for spreading 

positive words about a brand. The content should be interesting and frequent update is 

appreciated, how consumers are being treated will also affect their perception of a brand.  
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2.4. Brand stories 

Johnson, Thompson and Jeffrey (2015) talked about stories as a common and well used 

marketing method. They mean that a story usually tells a happening or history in a more casual 

way, it is easier to understand and is a good way to help remember things. If the story is 

memorable, it will be more likely to be repeated. Therefore, storytelling can be a very powerful 

tool when working with brand building. Brand stories can be used to build brand awareness 

recognition and other parts that are important for the brand (Singh & Sonnenburg, 2012). 

Stories simplifies communication and helps to understand and remember things. It can be used 

in content creation for make it more interesting and consumers can also try to create their own 

versions, which leads to an interaction. Through consumer-generated stories, the company may 

also see whether the message sent through firm-generated stories have been correctly 

interpreted or not.   

 

2.5. Theories 
2.5.1. Denotation and Connotation 

The terms denotation and connotation were used by Roland Barthes for description of different 

kinds and levels of meaning in a photograph. Denotative meaning in an image refers to the 

meaning that is literal and explicit, without adding any cultural perception to it. For example, a 

picture of a piece of chocolate, the denotative meaning is just a piece of chocolate and nothing 

more. The connotative meaning includes cultural and historical context and knowledge, what 

the image means to them when adding personal and social perceptions. Using the same 

example, the chocolate now connotates love because it is often given as a present for lovers. 

There is a third term called myth, it means meanings specific to certain groups that originally 

was not natural but have been made to seem natural by being historically and culturally 

constructed. However, myth will not be used in this thesis since it’s not of interest to create any 

stereotype about the study’s population.   

 

2.5.2. Five points about being social 

A guide for customer engagement was recommended by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), they 

called it Five points about being social, and is summarized as below:  

Be active – Somebody have to be active and take the lead to develop a relationship. On social 

media, it’s all about interaction and sharing fresh contents with others. Considering social media 

is a two-way communication tool, the focus should no longer be on informative text about the 
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product, instead more attentions needs for interaction with customers such as responding to 

comments.  

Be interesting – To attract and engage customers, companies should listen to the customers 

about their interest and opinions to develop interesting contents.  

Be humble – The existence of social media is to enable interaction; therefore, companies 

should allow consumers to share their opinions. For companies to success on social media, 

knowledge about the platform is needed before usage.  

Be unprofessional – One of the main point with social media is the allowance to post 

unprofessional contents. These unprofessional contents will be more acceptable because it 

better fits into the world of social media.  

Be honest – If you are part of the game, the rules shall be respected and you should be honest. 

There can be misleading information on social media, and it can be hard to correct them. What 

companies can do is to publish correct information and make it clear who is behind the correct 

information. Otherwise, it would be difficult for other participants to know which to trust.  

This guideline is used as reference when creating the strategy and contents for the project, and 

the results is presented in the solution part.  
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2.5.3. McNely’s coding schema 

McNely (2012) suggested a coding schema 

in his paper, that was be used for 

categorization of Instagram pictures (figure 

1). Even though this coding schema is 

originally designed for organizations, it 

works for branding agencies as well since 

the picture use is relatively similar.  

All pictures including places and things that 

can be recognized and related to the 

agency’s image is included in orienting. 

Humanizing includes pictures of members, 

pets and food that can be related to the 

agency’s identity at human scale. The 

category interacting includes all form of 

interaction, it can be interaction between 

people in the picture or between the picture 

and the viewer. For example, picture of 

people at a big event. Placemaking includes 

pictures involving a material location where 

the agency’s identity can be seen. The  

category showcasing includes pictures of 

product, and for this case, graphical 

designed materials were included since it is a      Figure 1 – McNely’s coding schema 

form of product, but does not have a physical 

form. Crowdsourcing as seen in the description includes all kind of feedbacks. If following the 

description, all pictures on Instagram with likes or comments should fit under this category. 

However, in this case, one picture was only sorted into one category to show a clear view of 

the number of posts in every category, which makes the category crowdsourcing not a useful 

category to have.  
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3. Methodology 

Regardless quantitative or qualitative method, the intention and goal is to deliver an accurate 

and valid understanding of the research subject being examined. Quantitative method 

presented by Østbye, Knapskog, Helland and Larsen (2013) as a method to seek relations and 

structures. It can also be used to test hypothesis determined before the analysis was made. 

Qualitative methods on the other hand is focused to study the specific parts to gain a deeper 

understanding (Ekström & Larsson, 2010). Research problem, purpose and question are always 

the most important factors when deciding a relevant research method. Considering the purpose 

of the study, quantitative content analysis is a relevant method to use for finding of updating 

frequency and most used picture categories, while image analysis is good for gaining a better 

understanding of the pictures. This study used content analysis to systematically categorize the 

pictures and find the most used picture categories. The image analysis is used to examine the 

design of the picture and see how it is composed.  

 

3.1. Quantitative content analysis 

Ekström and Larsson (2010) summarized four basic concepts for the classic quantitative 

content analysis: objectivity, systematic, quantity and manifest content. With objectivity means that 

content analysis shall be independent of the actual researcher and it shall be replicable by other 

researchers, and can get a similar result. Systematic seems as a basis for getting objectivity, which 

means that there should be a clearly defined research approach and the relevant materials extent 

should be fixed in advance and be able to measure in a reliable way. Systematization of content 

always aims to create a simplified pattern of the content. Quantity means that coding schema’s 

variable shall be able to determine in terms of frequency or scope, that also enables 

determination of statistical relationships. Manifest content means that restriction sets for what can 

clearly be read out of the text. The authors also mentioned that there are two rules that is 

important for the value of variable. The first one states that variable values and the research 

problem should be exhaustive in relation, this is related to accuracy. The second rule states that 

variable values should be mutually exclusive, which means that only one option is able for the 

response.  

To the quantitative content analysis categorization process, a qualitative coding schema 

proposed by McNely (2012) is used as start codes. Even though his paper is a conference paper 

and not a scientific research article, yet, the coding schema proposed is the most relevant and 

useful for this study.  
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3.2. Image analysis 

Contact with images happens everywhere in daily life, but this does not necessarily mean that 

people always reflect the meaning behind them. Language is established on a symbol system, 

the same is for visual communication. The visual elements are built on social and cultural 

conventions and symbols used to interpret an image, and image in comparison to text evokes 

various types of feelings more directly. How an image is interpreted depends on the interpreter 

and his or her cultural background (Ekström & Larsson, 2010).  

In traditional view of media content, information is separated into individual pieces for 

individual analysis (Ekström & Larsson, 2013). Through image analysis, the deeper meaning 

behind the designed pictures can be revealed. It is about breaking various elements carrying 

meaning into pieces for analysis, and then putting them together to create a whole picture. 

Denotation and connotation proposed by Roland Barthes (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009) is two 

commonly used concepts for image analysis. Denotation is used to find the semiotic resources 

in the picture while connotation aims for a deeper meaning.  

 

3.3. Population and sample selection  

Despite LLC Design being an agency with focus on graphical design, it also does cases focused 

on communication. Therefore, the population included branding agencies who also have 

communication as a part of the business. The agencies should have been active on Instagram 

and have updated posts during the period between 1 April 2016 to 31 Mars 2017. This 

restriction is done to set a limit for the quantity of materials to avoid overflow, so it was 

manageable considering the size and time restrictions of the thesis. One year is considered as a 

reasonable period to present an accurate view of the population, because it’s a relatively long 

period for branding agencies to adopt a clear strategy. Agency in all sizes are included to give a 

diverse picture of strategies used. No geographical restriction for any specific region is set, but 

includes the whole country. This restriction is made because this thesis is written at a Swedish 

university, hence it is most feasible to do research about Swedish branding agencies.  

A search on Google using the search word Svenska varumärkesbyråer found a website called 

Byrålistan (http://www.byralistan.se/). It contains a list of companies in branches including 

design, communication, advertising, marketing, and other related agencies in the field. The 

website was used as a source to find the population of this study. Using two search words: 

varumärke and design, the six first agencies that first fell within the frame of population was 

selected as samples of study. However, the sorting of search results on this website was 

http://www.byralistan.se/
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unknown, it neither follows alphabetic order or geographical, it may be sorted in the order 

agencies were added into the list. 

Instagram is a platform for communication through pictures, thus, this study dedicates to 

analyse still pictures only. All pictures published fills a marketing function. For that reason, it is 

relevant to include all pictures that suits the frame of selection in the collecting process. 

 

3.3.1. Delimitations 

Even though the most desirable way to define a general strategy working for all branding 

agencies is to include every existing agency, however, this is impossible due to the restriction 

and time limit of this thesis. Therefore, the limit of study is set to six active branding agencies 

that fits into the selection criteria. Even though this project created materials for two platforms, 

but considering the limitation and interest of this thesis study, only Instagram will be further 

examined in this study.  

 

3.4. Research approaches 

This section explains how the study was done step by step. Since this study used two methods, 

the quantitative content analysis will be applied first, followed by the image analysis. The 

research was divided into several stages listed as below:  

1. Website of all agencies found on Byrålistan was reviewed. Since only agencies 

who uses Instagram are of interest, hence, all agencies who does not have an 

active Instagram account was excluded.  

2. To more specifically narrow the range, agencies who do not fit into the selected 

period was excluded. This resulted in the final six agencies used as samples.  

3. The pictures were all collected from the website version of Instagram, saved 

using screen capture function in laptop.  

4. The last step of the content analysis was to sort the pictures, which was done 

in two ways. They were first sorted in a monthly basis to give a better overview 

of the updating frequency. McNely’s (2012) coding schema was then used to 

get a view of the mostly used category. Lastly, one picture that in my opinion 

best represented each category are selected as an example picture for image 

analysis.  
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5. The first step of image analysis used denotation to analyse the various elements 

of the picture, followed by connotation that analyse elements individually, to 

gain a deeper understanding of the picture as a whole.   

All data have been handled using excel to sort and create tables for better visual presentation 

of statistics.  

 

3.5. Validity, Reliability and Generalization 

Østbye et al (2013) explains validity as how valid the data and analysis is in relative to the 

research question. Did the research method measure what was intended to measure? The two 

methods used in this study is chosen with consideration of research purpose and question, 

therefore, it should deliver valid results. Reliability explains as how reliable the data and analysis 

is, which is more about the quality. This will be reached by the valid results from analysis and 

reliable references used. Mainly English books, peer-reviewed research articles, and a few 

conference papers evaluated as most relevant for the research purpose will be used. Researcher 

should be objective to deliver a reliable result. However, there may be exceptions depending 

on cases, not every kind of study can be fully objective. I will try to be as objective I can in the 

analysis to get higher reliability. The website Byrålistan.com used for selection search may not 

be the perfect one to use because it’s not a website driven by any governmental organization 

that includes every registered agency. This means that there may be agencies left out from this 

list, which may cause fall off in the selection process, that in turn may affect validity as well as 

reliability. It is difficult for this study to generalise the results, because the selection does not 

cover the whole population, and therefore cannot represent the entire branch.  

 

3.6. Ethical issues 

Considering this study not involving real persons or any personal information, there are not 

many ethical issues that could be discussed. If must say, Kozinets (2006) mentioned two 

concerns regarding netnography: whether the online site used is considered private or public, 

and how informed consent in cyberspace are defined. Since the sample pictures used in this 

thesis is all collected from respective agency’s Instagram account, which is open for public view, 

therefore, it is considered to not create any ethical issues with the usage. But all of the pictures 

were still handled with respect.  
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4. Results 

This section is divided into two parts. The first part presents empirical data found from content 

analysis and the second part presents data from image analysis. Results presented in this section 

is used to answer the research purpose and question in the analysis and discussion part later.  

Agency Agency 

Size  

(nr of 

employees) 

Located in First 

post 

in 

Instagram 

follower 

Instagram 

post in 

total ever 

R3 11-50 Borås 2012 660 253 

Few Agency 51-200 Malmö 2014 524 128 

Brand Creative 

Bureau 
2-10 Stockholm 2014 202 240 

Grafstad 

Designbyrå 
1-10 Stockholm 2014 13,2t 705 

Söderhavet 17 Stockholm 2015 738 69 

Creative/Remain 3 Stockholm 2016 131 118 

Table 4:1: List of branding agencies with basic information. (collected 18 May 2017) 

The selection resulted in different sizes and locations since there was no restriction for agency 

size or geographical locations. Table 4:1 gives a brief overview of all agencies. The number of 

employees was gained from agencies LinkedIn page, that differs since not all of them have 

published an exact number. Surprisingly, four out of six agencies were in Stockholm, but the 

location doesn’t seem to have an influence on followers. One of Bolagsverket’s (2012) 

definition of big companies is that it should have more than 50 employees in average. Which 

means, most of the selected agencies is small agencies, with exception of Few Agency, that is a 

big agency.  

From what can be seen in table 4:1, time on Instagram doesn’t show a huge influence on neither 

followers or total number of post ever since. By looking at the numbers, Grafstad Designbyrå was 

the most outstanding in both number of followers and posts. The reason may be the web shop 

selling designed posters. On the other side, Söderhavet have least posts but with surprisingly high 

number of followers, the reason behind is unknown.  
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4.1. Findings from content analysis 

Firstly, an overview of all agencies updates sorted in months is presented to show a picture of 

overall updating frequency. It is then followed by a presentation of each agency individually to 

see if any relations can be found by looking at the updating dates.  

 

4.1.1. Updating frequency 
 

 

Figure 2 - Number of post per month.  

Figure 2 shows the total amount of post published by each agency every month. When 

reviewing the Instagram posts, it showed that a monthly division was more useful than weekly. 

Because not every agency updates on a weekly basis, it can for example be two posts in one 

week and nothing in the next week. As it is shown in the table, Grafstad Designbyrå updates 

more frequent than others, and the reason may be the one mentioned earlier about selling posts. 

Except Grafstad Designbyrå, all the other agencies kept a relatively low level of updating 

frequency. In average, agencies make updates one or twice a week. It can sometimes be a few 

updates more than twice, but often less than twice.  

To better investigate the updating frequency, the following figures 3-8 presents each agency 

individually, and the posts were listed after the publishing date. Take note once again that only 

still pictures were included in the tables, which may have affected the frequency. 

 

 

Figure 3 - R3 post publishing dates.  

Figure 3 shows that the agency R3 is active on Instagram every month but does not have a 

specific publishing date or strategy decided. Compared to the other months July, August and 

December has significantly less updates, it may be caused by summer vacation seasons. 
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Compared to 2016, more updates were made in the three months of 2017. It may signify a new 

strategy, or the agency simply started to put more focus on Instagram than before.   

 

 

Figure 4 - Few Agency post publishing dates.  

Few agency’s (figure 4) updating frequency is quiet low even though they are active every 

month. Most updates were in April and May, but starting from June, updates have reduced 

significantly. Since then, updates have been kept to an average about two times a month. 

Another finding is, most of the updates have been kept to a frame of two weeks. Unlike R3 

who increased updates in 2017, Few Agency went the other way by reducing updates not only 

in 2017 but also from the second part of 2016 and on. Any specific day for update could not 

be found in, however, updates made in November, January and March have all been on Fridays. 

This may be a new pattern for 2017, but by only looking at two months is not enough for 

drawing any conclusion.  

 

 

Figure 5 - Brand Creative Bureau post publishing dates.  

Brand Creative Bureau (figure 5) doesn’t seem to have any kind of updating plan, the frequency 

varies and seems very random. The number of update are not fixed either, it varies from one 

post to six posts a month. Any relation to specific holidays like R3’s case couldn’t be found 

either.  

 



20 
 

 

Figure 6 - Grafstad Deisgnbyrå post publishing dates.  

Grafstad Designbyrå (figure 6) have been very active on Instagram, at least 15 posts have been 

updated every month, which can indicate a plan for number of updates every month. Less 

updates were made in June and November, and the reason is unknown. What can be said is, 

this agency updates very frequently every month, but without any fixed weekly plan and 

weekdays.  

 

 

Figure 7 - Söderhavet post publishing dates.  

Söderhavet (figure 7) seems to not be very active on Instagram, especially in April, May and 

October, no updates were made during these months. The agency does not seem to follow a 

specific strategy in updating, except many of updates were made on Fridays. However, this was 

not a fixed pattern they followed. They may have tried to follow a pattern but as it shows now, 

the updates are more randomly made.  
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Figure 8 - Create & Remain post publishing dates.  

Create & Remain’s (figure 8) activity on Instagram have been quiet steady, showing by the 

numbers of update. In general, the agency updates six time a month, sometimes more and 

sometimes fewer. This may indicate that the agency has some kind of strategy for Instagram 

update. No clear pattern could be found by looking at the dates, but in May, September, January 

and February, updates were mostly made on Tuesdays and Thursdays, with exception on 

Monday in May and Friday in Mars. This may be an updating plan the agency tried but not 

followed every month.  

 

4.1.2. Picture Category 

A total of 583 pictures were collected and sorted according to the coding schema with six 

categories suggested by McNely (2012). The pictures collected were organized according to my 

understanding of the descriptions for the categories, and the results is showed in the table 

below.  

Figure 9 - Number of post in each category. 

The result of the total number of post per category showed that, the top three categories are 

orienting, humanizing and showcasing. Figure 9 shows that agencies seem to put focus on different 

categories. The three agencies with most showcasing pictures were agencies who focus on 

branding, and the other three agencies with focus on communication used more orienting and 

humanizing pictures. Branding focused agencies have a greater need to show the designs they 

produced to demonstrate their competence and style. While communication focused agencies 
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tend to work more on relationships by using humanizing and orienting pictures. However, there 

is agency like Creative / Remain who works with all three categories. Therefore, it can just be 

a suggestion to put focus on one or two main categories, but it is fine to work with a 

combination to deliver a diverse content.  

 

4.2. Findings from image analysis 

This section will present the findings from image analysis made on five pictures representing 

each category. The five pictures are selected as an example to represent the category they have 

been sorted in. Moving on to analyse of pictures representing categories, denotation is 

presented first followed by connotation and a short discussion as summary.  

 

4.2.1. Orienting  

Figure 10 - Picture from Creative & Remain, published 31 January 2017. 

Denotation: Three devices, a mobile phone, a laptop and a stationary computer with different 

text in white color is shown in the picture. There is also a white keyboard, a white mouse and 

a lamp beside the devices. This picture is taken inside a room with a window, a green plant, and 

some boxes in the background.  

Connotation: Digital production designers and programmers are often known to use many 

different devices to create their work, and a connection can be made when seeing the devices. 

The white text shows from big to small: ‘NEW’, ‘GEAR’ and ‘YEAY! BOOM WOOP 

WOOP’. This tells the viewers that this is a picture introducing some new devices, which also 

is the main point in this picture. From the text shown by the mobile phone, viewers get to 
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know that the person wants to express the happiness and excitement of getting the new device. 

“No fear with new gear!” written in the text besides can be interpreted as the person is now 

able to do the work better because of the new gear. The hashtags tell that this picture is about 

graphic design. The picture is composed by three different devices which covers almost the 

whole space. This helps to focus and make the main point outstanding, in this case, the new 

device. The overall color tone of this picture is very simple, black and white made the text 

clearer to see. A tint of yellow from the lamp light gave a softer feeling to the picture.  

Orienting pictures often makes viewers recognize the brands identity or makes connection 

easier through various things or locations, without necessarily placing their logotype in the 

picture. In this case, viewers get an idea that it is about a person who have relations to design, 

that is showed the new gear he or she just got. The agency’s logotype is nowhere to be seen, 

but for some viewers, they can still make the connection because of the image of designers 

working environment they have in the mind. For others who are not familiar, the hashtags 

helped to make the connection.  
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4.2.2. Humanizing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11 - Picture from Brand Creative Bureau, published 21 June 2016.  

 

Denotation: The picture shows 7 people, 1 female, 6 males in a room with a white table, red 

chairs and a whiteboard. There are cups, pencils, pictures, a package of milk on the table. Most 

of the members in the picture can be seen sitting on the chairs while two of them are standing. 

Two males can be seen smiling while looking at other members in the room. The frontier 

standing male is turned to the rest of the members and the male in the background is pasting 

yellow notes. Most parts of the wall are transparent with a white filled line, there are many 

papers and notes pasted on the it. Two hearts in different colors can also be seen clearly in the 

background.  

Connotation: Through the environment of the room and the members, viewers can tell that 

this picture shows a group of people who are having a group discussion in a meeting. This is 

confirmed by the text beside. The body language and facial expression of the members shows 

that this meeting is held in a relaxing atmosphere. The yellow post-it notes can be connected 

to the brainstorming section of a meeting for those who are familiar with it. Through the 

hashtags used, viewers get to know the topic of this meeting is about HBTQ and it’s a project 

for a client called Gazenet. The hearts are expressing the positive feeling and support the agency 

wants to send. This can be confirmed by the written text: “a room filled with lots of love…”.  

In connection to description of humanizing, this post features several members of the agency 

and food. These explicit the humanized side of the agency’s identity. Viewers gets a feeling of 

the employees enjoys their work and is motivated. The picture seems to have added a blue 

Translation:       

A room filled 

with lots of 

love and 

fantastic, 

inspiring and 

skilled people 

in today’s 

meeting. 
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colored filter that gives a cold feeling, but the chair red color decreased the cold feeling of the 

picture. This kind of humanizing picture is good to use for creating a friendly and more personal 

image.  

 

4.2.3. Interacting 

Figure 12 - Picture from R3, published 15 December 2016. 

 

Denotation: This picture shows a green fir twig, and an envelope that reminds of a letter, with 

white background and cut-out letters in different fonts, sizes and colour pasted on it. The text 

written on the mail says that education makes children stronger in Swedish. This is placed in a 

black envelop with R3, the agency’s logo printed down at the right corner. Beside the letter lays 

two cut-out pieces that forms the agency’s name: R3. All the things are then placed on a grey 

and white checked background.  

Connotation: Just by looking at the picture viewers may get a brief idea that it is about children 

and the importance of education. The text complements the picture’s meaning by shortly telling 

the background. This picture wants to spread the word and encourage branch colleges to 

participate in the campaign called Musikhjälpen, which is held by Sverige’s Radio (Sweden’s 

radiostation). Participants can contribute through donations, either by donating money or 

presents. Viewer who have seen the campaign earlier may recognize the design of the cut-out 

letters, which is the same as the campaign. Even though only black and red color was used in 

this picture, the style in this picture can still be recognized and connected to the campaign’s, 

since these shared the same style. These two colors may be used with intention to represent the 

bloody and dark feeling related to war. The black envelope creates a dark, cold and serious 

Translation:                   

Today, more than 30 

million children cannot 

go to school because of 

war, and therefore 

became easy targets for 

violence, abuse and 

human trafficking. We 

want to make a 

difference, and 

therefore, Christmas 

presents this year to our 

customers, suppliers 

and other important 

collaborators is a 

contribution to 

Musikhjälpen. On 

reklamutpressning.se 

are we challenging our 

branch colleges to do 

the same! 
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feeling, which tells that this campaign is something very serious. But to add a glimpse of a color 

that can represent hope in the dark image, a green fir twig was placed next to the envelop. 

Green color is often connected to nature and life, the liveliness, which in this context can be 

perceived as a hope in the dark time of war. The fir twig can also symbolize Christmas presents 

which is also a part of donations. In western culture fir-tree is seen as one of the symbols for 

Christmas.  

Interacting picture is a great way to create interaction, in this case, the interaction is not in the 

picture, but in combination with the written text besides, to encourages branch colleges to 

participate. Through this post, the agency is showing that they are caring for problems involving 

children and they want to contribute with something and to help make difference for the world.  

 

4.2.4. Placemaking  

Figure 13 - Picture from Grafstad Designbyrå, published 29 June 2016.  

 

Denotation: The picture has a red brick wall and a grey stone walk path as background. In the 

centre stands a lighted advertising sign with black text in different font sizes and Grafstad 

Designbyrå’s logotype in the bottom. The advertising sign used a white linear background with 

black text presenting the main business of the agency.  

Connotation: Through reading the text on the sign, viewers can tell it is an advertising poster 

for the agency itself. It shortly tells the main business and tries to attract interior design 

Translation: 

Summer night 

and what can 

be better than 

getting a good-

looking poster 

for the home 

from Grafstad 

Designbyrå! 

Welcome in to 

the shop. 
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interested customers by telling about the posters. This picture is kept very simple and clean 

using three colors, it kind of reminds viewers of vintage or antic feeling. The dark background 

makes the advertising sign outstanding in the centre, and in turn the lighted white background 

points out the text in the poster. The white linear background in the sign reminds of notepad. 

The simple design using a black and white concept with a tint of a third color is a graphical 

style the agency has used in their works as well as in their Instagram posts.  

This picture is categorized as placemaking since it places the agency’s identity in a material 

space. The logo and website address helps viewers to identify the agency. The text and 

hashtags fills a promotional function, it is mainly promoting for the agency’s posters and 

wants the viewers to visit their website.    

 

4.2.5. Showcasing  

Figure 14 - Picture from Creative & Remain, published 26 August 2016.  

 

Denotation: This picture is mainly consisted of products with brown package, and a text 

KOTTEN clearly printed on a light blue background. The rest of text in white font color 

cannot be seen clearly in this picture. The products are placed on a tree shelf with several levels 

and a brown metal pipe can be seen at the front of this picture. 

Connotation: Even though viewers cannot see the exact product inside the package, but 

through the name printed on it, viewers can get a hint that this box contains kottar, which is 

the Swedish word for cone. The brown color, not only on the package, but also the overall 

color from the interior design sends a feeling of nature and this is perhaps the connection 

Translation:       

Our design on 

Formex – fun! 
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designers intended to create. The text and the three hashtags sends viewers a message that this 

is a product package designed by Create & remain for showcasing at Formex.  

This is a typical kind of showcasing pictures, the main point with this picture is to show the 

product package the agency has designed for the brand. When posting showcasing picture, both 

branding agency and the clients gets benefit from it, since it shows the design created by the 

agency, at the same time, it works as promotion for the product.  

 

4.2.6. Overall picture style 
By looking at the style of pictures, Grafstad Designbyrå (appendix 4) have a unified vintage style 

that was applied on all pictures. The other two branding agencies R3 (appendix 1) and Create / 

Remain (appendix 6) uses bright and simple styles in pictures. Darkening filters were more used 

in pictures by the rest three agencies, which gave a darker feeling (refer to appendix 2, 3, 5).  
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5. Analysis and discussion 

5.1. Which are the most used picture categories by Swedish 
branding and communication agencies on Instagram?  

To answer the first question, the top three categories shown from the statistic is in orders of 

orienting, humanizing and showcasing. The reason of these categories being more used may be that 

branding agencies all work with people, relationships and to show their products. Therefore, 

placemaking and crowdsourcing are considered not very necessary. Humanizing picture is a good way 

to show the humanizing part of the agency, that can help to create a friendly and personal image 

of the brand. As it is shown in figure 11, the picture sends a relaxing image of the agency. It is 

often easier to relate and make personal connection if there actually are people in the picture, 

instead of just showing the logotype. The picture Brand Creative Bureau used gives viewers an 

image of how it actually looks in their meetings. It is not extremely formal and serious meetings 

where everyone wears blazers and are sitting straight. Instead, the meeting looks freer, everyone 

seems to enjoy the time.  

Orienting pictures creates more connection with things and places, which helps to expand 

recognition. Different themes show the agency’s identity from different perspectives, but still 

keeps it within the boundary. For branding agencies, it is beneficial to show the created designs 

to give customers an image of the agency’s style and competence. Designs varies from case to 

case, but it is good to give an idea of what kind of design the customers can imagine. Interaction 

is also an important part for brand building on social media as mentioned in earlier studies. 

However, it is a bit surprising that there were not many interacting pictures used since interacting 

pictures helps to create interaction. Using R3’s post (figure 12) as an example, the picture itself 

does not create interaction, but together with the text and the link, the post encourages viewers 

to take part in the campaign and creates interaction. Interacting post engages customer to 

participate and interact with the brand, which facilitates WOM. In R3’s case, the post was for 

a great intention to help children who are not able to get education. It gets branch colleges 

engaged as well as customers who sees the post. This helps to create a positive image for the 

agency as they showed caring for happenings in society and human rights, by participating in 

non-profit projects.  

The kind of picture used in the communication is very important, and should not be chosen 

randomly. Because it delivers different feelings to the viewers and creates various images. 

Therefore, the agency should be clear about what kind of image it intends to create, and then 

choose the picture based on the desired image.  
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5.2. Based on the analyse result, how is branding agencies’ digital 
strategy expressed on Instagram? 

When studying the updating frequency of each agency, several patterns could be found. None 

of the agencies seems to have a specific plan for updates as most of the posts seems to be made 

randomly. However, there were some patterns that may indicate a plan. A few agencies followed 

a monthly updating plan, Few Agency updated two times a month, Creative / Remain had a higher 

frequency, about six times a month. Unlike the other agencies, Grafstad Designbyrå had the 

highest updating frequency with at least 15 times a month. There was also some finding of 

specific days for updating, Söderhavet and Few Agency had most of the post published on Fridays, 

but this pattern was not followed all the way. Few Agency just started with it in 2017, which may 

be a new plan they have made for Instagram. Overall Grafstad Designbyrå was most outstanding 

among the selected agencies, both showed in number of followers as in number of posts. 

Except the web shop that may have attracted followers, the style of pictures may also have been 

a factor contributed to their popularity. Their updating frequency may also have a connection 

to the huge number of followers.  

All agencies have tried to be active by posting various posts with contents from different 

categories. This is as Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) talked about, to keep their customers 

interested and engaged. For example, to attract customers to buy their posters, Grafstad 

Designbyrå have showed the poster in a real environment, and the picture was beautifully 

organized. Brand Creative Bureau’s pictures shows more of the unprofessional side (se appendix 

3), the pictures are not extremely professional, but rather looks likes daily pictures everyone can 

take. In summary, diverse and interesting contents I combination with high activity helps the 

brand to success, not only on Instagram, but also on other social media platforms.   

 

6. Solution for the project 

Several meetings and workshops were held with various members, both in- and outside the 

agency, to get a diverse view and ideas for the project. The agency’s vision and goal as well as 

needs were reviewed, and a conclusion to raise awareness and recognition through this 

project was made. Since this is the first-time LLC Design is doing a digital marketing, this 

strategy created will work as a first stage for building awareness online. Findahl and 

Davidsson (2016) made a research (figure 15) regarding Swedish people’s usage of social 

media year 2016, divided by age groups.  
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Figure 15 - IIS statistic of Swedish peoples’ usage of SNS, divided by age groups. 

Facebook is apparently the most used SNS channel by LLC Design’s primary customer 

group, followed by Instagram. With consideration of the statistic and the needs of the agency, 

both Facebook and Instagram was decided to use. However, the platforms are planned for 

slightly different use, Facebook is intended to be a more formal communication channel 

aiming for primary customer group, while Instagram aims to create more humanized and 

friendly image with personal interaction.  

After several discussions, a digital marketing plan for a period of six month (June – November 

2017), containing materials ready for publishing was decided. The plan used McNely’s (2012) 

coding schema and the guide proposed by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) as a base for the content 

and strategy. The content creation part resulted in a total of 62 posts created for the plan (figure 

7-76), among them was 42 posts for Facebook use, and 20 posts were created for Instagram. 

However, due to the agency’s personal reason, two of the posts (figure 25 & 33) are excluded 

for presentation of this project.  

 

6.1. Content design 

By reviewing and discussing LLC Design’s vision and goals, four key words were decided for 

this project: simple, beautiful, creative, and playful. Since this is a beginning stage of LLC’s 

digital marketing, almost equal amount of orienting, humanizing and showcasing pictures will 

be used. Beside the three main categories, interacting pictures was also added for creation of 

interaction between LLC Design and their customers. Brand stories were taken in consideration 



32 
 

when creating contents for the strategy. Individual posts may not always relate to LLC Designs 

core value, but if put many posts together, viewers can get an overview or a better picture of 

the agency’s image.  

Taking everything in consideration, four different themes of posts: Vi i LLC, Kunskap, Showcase 

and Vackra Värmland were created. In addition, two interacting themes belonging to Kunskap 

and Showcase were created for interacting purpose. One of them called Symboljakten, which is a 

weekly quiz of different logos, all used negative space design. Viewers are asked to find the 

hidden symbol in the logo, and are also encouraged to challenge their friends through tagging 

them in the comments. This engages consumers and can increase sharing on social media, that 

hopefully, also helps to increase number of likes and followers. The other one is live interviews 

with former clients of the agency, who will tell their stories of how they have taken the materials 

created by LLC Design in real practical use, and how the results are. The four themes 

mentioned are all created to communicate about LLC Design, but from different perspectives. 

A combination of all themes helps to create variety in contents. Vi i LLC has the purpose to 

show the team behind all design creations and their stories. As mentioned by Kaplan and 

Haenlein (2010), it’s fine to have unprofessional posts, at some rate, those are easier to be 

accepted than perfectly designed pictures. Therefore, humanizing pictures works on this point, 

these pictures will not be perfectly set up, rather can be seen at a normal Instagram update of 

a person. While Kunskap is created to show different design principles and knowledges, which 

unobtrusively tells the customers that LLC Design have the knowledge and uses them in the 

designs. As the strategy is for marketing purpose, showcasing posts have the function to show 

the designs and products made by the agency, but is not limited to only show products. In this 

strategy, live interviews with case clients are also included and will be tried as a new form of 

showcasing content. It’s important to show the graphical products created, but customer’s 

feedbacks are as important. Therefore, live interview will be filling this missing gap. The last 

theme, Vackra Värmland intends to work at a regional level for creating recognition and 

relationship. It aims to create personal relationships to customers in the region, partly because 

the agency is established in Värmland, and the pictures of the region gives a feeling of closeness. 

For the general style of the pictures, to keep it simple and clean, dark filters should be avoided 

to use since it creates an opposite image.   

 

6.2. Updating plan 

One of the main ideas with the strategy is to not follow the old path where agencies updates 

just to update to show existence on social media. It is indeed about showing things and 
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happenings, but without a clear strategy as backup, the agency will sooner or later lose the track 

of identity building and also viewers. Viewers are often in search after new and fresh things, 

which requires frequent updates, however, this does not mean that quantity should be 

prioritised over quality. With an updating pattern, sort of anticipation may be created since 

viewers can foresee the time for next update. Different updating plans were decided for the 

two platforms, Facebook as the primary channel will update at least twice a week for June, July 

and August, with posts created in advance, plus one spontaneous post taken at the moment. 

Months after August and until November will have update at least once a week with in advance 

created posts, plus one to two spontaneous posts. Instagram will have less in advanced planned 

updates. Updates on this channel are freer due to the reason that pictures often are taken at a 

spontaneous moment, which makes it impossible to be created in advance. Hence, it is 

considered reasonable with two in advance created post every month, and fills in with one to 

two additional spontaneous updates every week.  

Posts from the four different themes are used, but due to the different use of the two platforms, 

the theme Kunskap is excluded in Instagram, and Vi i LLC is reduced to fewer post in 

Facebook. To create a pattern, all Facebook updates is planned on Tuesdays and Thursdays, 

but exceptions can be made for holidays that will either replace the normal update or publishes 

as extra posts. Symboljakten will be published on Tuesdays during the three first moths of the 

plan. Finally, no specific date is set for the live interview, the date will be set a few weeks in 

advance after discussion with the client. A promotional post will be updated a week before the 

interview, and viewers are encouraged to leave comments if they have any questions for guest. 

In this case, since Instagram is used as a complement channel, specific weekday for updates is 

considered not necessary.  

 

7. Conclusion 

For conclusion, a clear strategy with plan is necessary for better communication. There are 

various points that should be taken in consideration when developing a strategy. As Kaplan 

and Haenlein (2016) suggested, the content should be interesting and interacting, and it can be 

unprofessional. Activity is an important key to keep the consumers interested, and companies 

should be the one to take the lead in creating relationships. Characteristics of SNS platforms 

differs, which means the strategies should be adjusted to better suit different platform. As in 

this case, Instagram is based on photo-sharing, therefore the focus of the contents should be 

on pictures, text and hashtag is for complementing use. Constant updates are needed to keep 
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the account active, however, LLC Design does not have much resource to be highly active. 

Therefore, a suggestion for updating frequency is at least one to two times every week. It should 

not be fewer, because too few updates may cause followers to lose interest. And not more than 

three times every week, since there is a risk of overflow that may cause irritation. The content 

should be interesting and connected to the agency’s identity. Pictures with a unified style are 

desirable, it reminds of a similar function as graphic manuals and helps to increase recognition.  

Strategy should be designed with consideration of the interest of business goal. Therefore, it’s 

not possible for this thesis to propose a strategy able to apply for every branding agency. The 

strategy rather works as a suggestion and a base for future development of Instagram strategies. 

In other words, to give an idea and direction of how to design the strategy. Because of social 

media, new possibilities were given for communication and marketing. It will be beneficial to 

think outside the box and do not set limits within earlier used strategies, see all the new 

possibilities as a way to rethink and get new ideas from it.  

 

7.1. Future research 

Live stream seems to have become a new thing on social medias, it has been used for different 

occasions. This may be the next tool to try for marketers. The biggest difference between live 

stream and normal posts is that live stream shows things happening at the very moment it is 

received by the viewers. It can be interesting and fun to participate in such real moment 

happening, but it can also be followed by problems and risks. The biggest risk is the control of 

live streams. Even though detailed plans can be made before sending, however, things cannot 

be perfectly under control. It will be interesting for future research to examine if live streams 

will be suitable method to use for marketing, and how should it be made.  

Another suggestion is the agency Söderhavet used in this study. The agency had least posts but 

surprisingly high number of followers. It would be interesting to investigate the reason behind. 

How comes the number of followers is higher than other agencies who have been more active 

with updating, but still have fewer followers? Was it due to the content or other reasons? 
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Appendix 1 - R3 Instagram (Screen captured on 2017-05-18). 

 

 
Appendix 2 - Few Agency Instagram (Screen captured on 2017-05-18). 
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Appendix 3 - Brand Creative Bureau Instagram (Screen captured on 2017-05-18). 

 

 

 
Appendix 4 - Grafstad Designbyrå Instagram (Screen captured on 2017-05-18). 
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Appendix 5 - Söderhavet Instagram (Screen captured on 2017-05-18). 

 

 

 
Appendix 6 - Create and Remain Instagram (Screen captured on 2017-05-18). 
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