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Figure 6. Actors and connections

The perspective in Figure 6 is centered around the individual equestrian and the
Micro level includes persons such as family members and peers but also teachers
and trainers. These persons are most valuable for equestrians when they, for
example, need advice on how to take care of or handle horses. Mediatization of
equestrianism has placed social media at the Meso level, making connections
between the indirect and the direct environment of the individual equestrian.
Thus, to understand the transitioning stable cultures, it is crucial to understand in
what way social media, through its users, shapes connections and norms
impacting individual equestrians in their everyday lives in the stable (and,
ultimately, how this impacts horses).

Influencers are deliberately placed in the borderland between the Meso and Exo
levels, signaling that these actors navigate between social media and institutional
level. Previous research on influencers show that these actors are in many ways
specialized in constructing and maintaining relatability by balancing
accessibility, authenticity, believability, emulatability, and intimacy (Abidin,
2016). For equestrians, the (constructed) trust and intimacy means that the
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message sent by influencers are seen as authentic. Young equestrians appreciate
when influencers share content on social media mirroring what they see in real
life. This can, for example, be images of muddy horses or videos from training or
competition where everything did not go as planned. This means that if
influencers can balance their mediated communications, they could even act as a
connecting force between the three levels in Figure 6 Micro, Meso, and Exo. Even
if these actors seem to build close bonds with their followers, it is important to
remember that the relationship between follower and influencer is often a
construction of a para-social relationship and there are often commercial interests
behind the construction of these relationships.

At the Exo level, we find actors in equestrians’ indirect environment, such as
federations, educational institutions, veterinarians, and other actors, such as the
mass media and commercial actors. Unlike influencers, these actors seem to be
rather distanced from the individual equestrian; this is shown in the results from
both institutions and equestrians. Equestrian institutions seem to be aware of the
benefits by using social media to reach out to and build bonds with their
audiences, but at the same time, they refrain from mediating personal content.
This is ultimately mirrored in equestrians’ demand for trustworthy and accessible
information sources online on horses and riding. Even if there are several
institutions producing reliable content, this does not seem to reach all groups of
equestrians. Ultimately, if institutions at the Exo level, with their formal and
professional ways of communicating on social media, cannot meet the
individuals’ expectations or views on the actions of individuals they look up to
in their microenvironment, the trust in and reliance on the institution will be
weakened. Thus, rather than acting as a consolidator at the Meso level, social
media can also be a dividing force between institutions and equestrians. In
contrast, influencers—and in some cases, commercial actors—have created
strategies to build close connections with their followers based on intimacy and
authenticity. This may or perhaps already have affected the influence of—and
trust in—institutions such as federations and educational institutions.

Equestrian (media) cultures in transition?

In Figure 6, the arrow underneath the model of actors and connections portrays
the chronosystem showing that cultures changes over time and are affected by
historic influences. This thesis contends that norms and traditions impact how
equestrians assess content shared on social media and how they shape their social
media affordances. As expressed previously, it would not be accurate to argue
that mediatization through the developments of SNSs and ICTs has meant a
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complete change of norms and values in equestrianism. The results indicate that
norms reflecting traditional stable cultures impact equestrians in their everyday
life with horses, as expressed through social media. Further, these norms can be
seen as an extension of traditional stable cultures. The expressive order of
equestrianism is impacting how equestrians shape their social media affordances
and it also impacts power relations between actors, both positively and
negatively. However, mediatization of equestrian sport has led to a, (re)invention
of new equestrian (cf. Adelman & Thompson, 2017; Thompson, 2010) (media)
cultures. Even if the traditional stable cultures are still present through social
media, “new” ways of interpreting, addressing, and adhering to these norms are
being shaped, reshaped, and negotiated by equestrians. This leads to the
conclusion that, besides childification (Rosén et al., 2021; Hedenborg et al., 2021)
and femininization (Hedenborg & Hedenborg White, 2013; Dashper, 2013; 2017,
Forsberg, 2007, 2012; Greiff and Hedenborg, 2007; Hedenborg, 2008, 2009;
Plymoth et al., 2012) mediatization should be seen as a part of the developments
of contemporary stable cultures.

In the various articles forming the foundation of this thesis, I see several
(re)inventions of traditional stable cultures taking place through equestrians’
communication on social media. What is described as military norms in previous
research (Moore-Colyer & Simpson 2004; Hedenborg 2009; 2013; Thorell &
Hedenborg 2015), with strict rules and precision, for example, on the way things
should be structured in the stable, are in the findings of this thesis expressed as
perfectionism and the ideal of the super equestrian portrayed online; that is, doing
everything “correct” and always looking “perfect.” Norms on work ethics and the
ability to perform strenuous work (Hedenborg, 2008; 2009) are expressed by the
participants as the importance of acting professionally and using social media as
a personal marketing opportunity for potential employers. Tradition in caretaking
of horses, described as ethics of care and cultural identity (Hedenborg, 2009) is
highly important for equestrians and is also expressed through social media.

However, the findings also suggests that polarization through social media occurs
due to differing approaches to what good caretaking of horses means for this
specific group between different groups of horse people. As discussed previously,
the most visible transition (or (re)invention) is the power shift in (online) stable
cultures where influencers with their abilities to navigate the mediatized
environment effortlessly seem to “gain power” by involving followers via
creating authentic online personas. Moreover, social structures and hierarchies in
the stable can be contested by the role of social media as a unifying and dividing
force (see further discussion on this above). Finally, the way of passing forward
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knowledge about horses and riding from more experienced riders to beginners
(traded knowledge) is through social media contested by the endless opportunities
for equestrians to use online sources and, for example, ask friends in groups on
social media how to solve specific issues. The results in this thesis do, however,
show that equestrians are aware that this type of knowledge acquisition can be
problematic and there are norms on where a ‘good equestrian’ should seek
information about horse-keeping bound to the expressive order of equestrianism.

The results connected to norms in (online) stable cultures further indicates that
young equestrians are in many ways impacted by these norms when they are
constructing (equestrian) identities. The theory of transactional affordances
suggests that the impact of social media is not only a result of the technology
itself but also how the individual perceives, interacts with, and shapes their social
media environment (Valkensburg, 2022). In other words, young equestrians can,
if they access the right support and tools, impact their own social media
environment. The theory of transactional affordances further addresses the notion
that the experiences youth have with social media differ from one individual to
another, meaning that social media impacts individuals in various ways. This
manifested in the interviews, where some young equestrians expressed induced
performance anxiety from being exposed to the image of the super equestrian
online, whereas others were inspired by the images and videos showcasing
success from others.

Similar to what is expressed by Goodyear et al. (2019), the transactional
affordance theory stresses that it is only when we know “which, when, how, and
why adolescents may be influenced by certain types of social media use we will
be adequately target prevention and intervention strategies to these adolescents”
(Valkensburg, 2022, p. 55). It is clearly not “one size fits all” when it comes to
finding strategies for supporting youth to navigate social media. It is rather up to
responsible adults to find approaches and strategies to learn about the individual
approaches and ultimately construct tools for supporting youth to gain control
over their use of social media in relation to their sporting interests.

Mediatization of equestrianism

The debate around “Jerringpriset” illustrates the transformative impact of media
and social media on equestrianism. Over the past decade, Swedish equestrian
sports have gained increased attention whenever an equestrian athlete is
nominated for or wins this prestigious award, voted on by the public. The
controversy began in 2012 when showjumper Rolf-Goran Bengtsson became the
first equestrian athlete to win the prize, sparking debates about the award’s
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reflection of public preferences. Criticism intensified in 2017 when equestrian
Peder Fredricson won for the second consecutive year, leading to accusations that
the equestrian community had manipulated the vote through social media
campaigns.

The term “the equestrian cult” emerged in Swedish media when Fredricson
received the prize and journalists even declared that “Jerringpriset” died the day
Fredricson received the prize (Podd-radiosporten). Many found it outrageous that
Fredricson had won over superstar Olympic gold medalist swimmer Sara
Sjostrom and major-winning golfer Henrik Stensson. Despite Fredricson’s silver
at the 2016 Rio Olympics and individual gold and team silver at the 2017
European Championship, many journalists and columnists argued that no one
could honestly believe that Fredricson deserved to win the prestigious prize.
Journalists claimed that the award had shifted its focus from individual sporting
achievement to general popularity (Larsson, Tornmalm, and Gadd, 2018-01-16).
Philosopher and equestrian researcher Petra Andersson argues that the media’s
often negative reactions highlighted the low status of equestrian sports in
newsrooms (Andersson, 2012).

At the 2022 gala, the Swedish showjumping team won multiple awards, including
“Jerringpriset,” with fewer journalists expressing surprise or outrage. This shift
in tone may indicate a growing acceptance of equestrian sports’ prominence. The
international sporting success performed by Swedish equestrians seems to have
raised interest from the media, and today there are indications of a higher
coverage of equestrianism in traditional media. However, this does not make
social media less relevant for the equestrian community. Rather, to the contrary,
news articles are frequently shared and debated in horse forums, and the increased
interest from journalists has changed the scene and puts equestrian sports in an
intensified public spotlight.

To conclude, this thesis shows that mediatization of equestrianism in several
ways supports the reshaping of (online) stable cultures. These cultures are a result
of a mix between strong traditions and norms with new opportunities for
equestrians to exchange and express their mutual love for horses through social
media. The case presented on the mediated debate around “Jerringpriset” portrays
a shift and change in the role of equestrian sport in media. Equestrian sport was
for long underrepresented in traditional media; however, it was well covered in
popular science texts such as books and movies. Thus, when opportunities came
for equestrians to shape their own mediated world thanks to the advent of social
media, they collectively took the chance and social media became in many ways
the most important media channels for horse lovers to exchange thoughts, share
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equestrian news, and gain information on different aspects relevant to their
everyday life with horses. Social media became so important that journalists
blamed the equestrian community for being a cult using social media to conspire.

However, when Swedish equestrian sport gained sporting success and equestrians
won prizes at the sport gala, journalists were in a way surprised by the big interest
in this sport and perhaps more importantly, the strong collective and well-
informed crowd. As many journalists were not very familiar with the sport, it was
new to them that the equestrian athletes had such big support from the public. If
the sport journalists felt threatened by the equestrians bypassing traditional media
is yet to be discovered, but the effects were that some journalists either claimed
the equestrian community for cheating or tried to reduce the value of the prize.
This case tells us that something has happened in terms of mediated
communication in equestrian sport. Together with the results in this dissertation
we now know even more. Namely, that equestrian sport is in a process of (deep)
mediatization and that this impacts the equestrian community and the sports
community and media surrounding it.

Implications

This thesis focused on how stable cultures and the mediatization of equestrian
sports are impacted by the increasingly digital landscape. The insights on the
transitioning (online) stable cultures presented in this dissertation can be used to
address several issues in equestrianism specifically but also similar issues in other
sport contexts. To understand and anticipate important development areas in
sports in Sweden and internationally, stakeholders need to inform themselves
about the (social) media logic employed by participants in these specific sports
contexts. Social media can be seen as an extension of sport practitioners’
everyday lives. Given this changing context, the sports movement need to better
understand the mediatized environments in sports to better meet sport
practitioners’ needs and respond to their struggles through specifically mediated
communication through social media. The findings of this thesis can help various
stakeholders answer central questions arising from the evolution of SM, such as:
How do we support federations and clubs to develop their strategic
communication to stay relevant?; In what way can leaders support practitioners
in their use of social media?; What issues and benefits are there of using social
media?; and What norms and cultures occur in specific sport contexts and how
can we understand them?.
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In particular, previous research, theoretical implications (Cf. Goodyear et al.,
2019; 2022; Valkensburg, 2022), and the present study point specifically to the
importance of supporting youth in navigating the social media landscape. The
preferred approach uncovered by the findings of this thesis is to take on a more
individual approach in supporting youth to be in control of their social media use
rather than letting it control them (cf. Goodyear et al., 2019). At a central level,
this can be done by initiating educational material for the national sport
federations and regional sport federations on social media logic concerning sports
and how mediatization is affecting their operations. Further educational material
needs to be distributed to clubs, leaders, and coaches to prepare them to meet and
understand their practitioners’ social media affordances.

Limitations and further research

First, it is important to mention that this study has a specific focus on equestrian
sport in a Scandinavian context. Therefore, the norms and cultures described and
expressed in the material can be seen as less relatable in other global contexts. I
believe, as expressed previously by Adelman and Thompson (2017), that there is
a concerning imbalance in existing social science literature on equestrian cultures
and the equine industry focusing to a great extent on Europe and North America.
There is need for further research on mediatization in equestrian sport in other
national and cultural contexts. Second, even though multiple actors within
equestrian sport in Sweden and Norway have been involved in this dissertation,
there are additional voices, such as professionals (i.e., riders, trainers, teachers,
veterinarians, and farriers), that would have been interesting to involve. Due to
time and resources, there were no possibilities to involve these actors in the
present project, but I see a clear need to do so in further research to investigate
how they appropriate and afford social media in their line of work.

Third, as touched on in the case of “Jerringpriset,” there is a need to understand
not only the internal mediatization process but also external processes involving
the role of journalists and actors not involved in equestrian sports. This would
broaden the understanding of how actors and individuals not involved in sports
view and interpret the mediated communication of the sport. Fourth, I see a need
for further discussions and developments of lifestyles within sports. With
equestrian sport as an example, equestrianism as a lifestyle is a well-known and
often used term by practitioners, indicating that this sport is much more than a
sporting activity. Future research could examine the lifestyle aspects in sports that
are not “traditionally” seen as lifestyle sports, not to label them as such, but rather
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to increase understanding of aspects surrounding sports and their meanings of
cultures and developments in these specific contexts.

Finally, future research should also focus more on the welfare of horses and the
role and agency of horses in terms of mediated communication through social
media. This to better understand in what way the voice of horses is shaped and
reshaped through communication on social media and how welfare of horses are
impacted by mediatization.
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SAMMANFATTNING PA SVENSKA

Inledning och syfte

Under de senaste tva decennierna har sociala medier revolutionerat séttet for hur
idrottsutdvare, elitidrottare, organisationer och institutioner inom idrotten
kommunicerar, marknadsfor sig och bygger relationer (Abeza, 2023; Abeza et
al., 2015; Filo et al., 2015). Fran att ha varit personliga kommunikationsverktyg
har sociala medier utvecklats till att bli strategiska plattformar som spelar en
central roll i idrottens ekosystem. Samtidigt medfér den snabba digitala
utvecklingen utmaningar, som integritetsfragor, nditmobbing och desinformation
(Abeza och Sanderson, 2023). Att navigera dessa fordndringar kriaver resurser
och specialistkunskap. Denna avhandling bidrar till en djupare forstielse for
ridsportens medialisering och de nya dynamiker som uppstar i skarningspunkten
mellan tradition och digitalisering.

Avhandlingen fokuserar pé ridsport, Sveriges nést storsta ungdomsidrott, som
trots sin popularitet 4r foremal for ett begransat antal studier inom media och
kommunikation. I takt med att sociala medier har blivit allt viktiga plattformar
for socialisering och kunskapsutbyte bland héstéilskare, har stallbackskulturer
expanderat frén stall och ridbanor till digitala floden. Dessa plattformar fungerar
som centrala verktyg for att utbyta idéer, kunskap och information om héstar och
ridning (Bystrom, 2015; Dashper, 2017). Flera studier visar att ryttare anvander
sociala medier for att inhdmta och dela med sig av kunskap (Bolwell et al., 2013;
Bystrom et al., 2015; Dashper, 2017; Hii et al., 2013; Lofgren et al., 2015). Trots
potentialen med nya kommunikationsplattformar finns det ocksa risker, sdsom
spridning av desinformation, vilket kan leda till att hdstigare ifragasitter
professionella rad, exempelvis fran veterindrer (Dashper, 2017). For olika
intressenter, sasom forbund, forsékringsbolag, veterindrer och ridskolor, ar det
avgorande att forstd rddande normer och vilken typ av kunskap som ryttare i olika
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aldrar och med olika erfarenheter utbyter online. Denna insikt kan bland annat
bidra till att sprida korrekt information om hésthallning, sdkerhet och histvalfard
(Wolframm, 2024).

Syftet med avhandlingen &r att utforska hur ryttare uppfattar och paverkar sina
sociala medier och att vidare analysera hur medialiseringen paverkar och
omformar befintliga stallbackskulturer. Genom att anvénda teorier om
“affordances”, sjdlvpresentation och sociala interaktioner undersdker jag hur
ryttare formar sina mediemiljoer, uppfattar dem och navigerar inom dem. De fem
delstudierna adresserar anvdndningen av sociala medier inom idrottsférbund,
influencers och ryttare och undersoker hur dessa plattformar paverkar
identitetskonstruktioner, kulturer och kunskapsutbyte inom ridsporten.
Forskningsfragorna som ligger till grund for projektets fem delstudier &r:

e P& vilket sitt formar idrottsforbund sina sociala medier for att interagera med
sina malgrupper och vad innebir detta for medialiseringen av idrottsférbund?
(Artikel 1)

e Hur framtrider och kommunicerar influencers inom ridsporten med sina
foljare och vilken paverkan har detta pa stallbackskulturer? (Artikel 2)

e Hur formar och uppfattar unga ryttare sina mediemiljder, och hur upplever
de sociala mediers paverkan i sin vardag i stallet? (Artikel 3)

e Hur approprierar ryttare kunskap om héstar och ridning genom sociala
medier, och hur kan insikter om ldrande online anvindas for att utveckla nya
sétt att utbyta kunskap inom ridsporten? (Artikel 4 och 5)

Metod och teoretiskt ramverk

For att uppna syftet och besvara forskningsfragorna anviands en kombination av
kvalitativa och kvantitativa metoder, dir materialet har samlats in dver en relativt
lang period (2017-2022) i tva lander, Sverige och Norge. De metoder som
tillimpats inkluderar individuella och gruppintervjuer, enkéter samt digital
etnografi. Tabell 4 nedan ger en Oversikt 6ver de olika metoderna och deras
koppling till avhandlingens delstudier.
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Tabell 4. Detaljerad 6versikt metod och deltagare

Delstudie Metod Deltagare Deltagare (n) Tidsram

| - Fans, Intervjuer och Representanter  Intervjudeltagare april-maj 2020
Fellows, or digital etnografi ~ fran 3 (6) mars 2021
Followers? specialidrottsféor 2 manader av januari 2022

Il - Social Media

Influencers in

digital etnografi

bund och deras
sociala
medieplattform
ar

Svenska och
Norska ryttar-

observationer av
totalt 10 sociala

medier fordelat pa

3 forbund

2 manader av
observationer av

oktober 2018
och Juni 2019

Equestrian Sport influencers 6 ryttar-

influencers

Instagramkonton
1l - Super semi- ryttare i 6 fokusgrupper mars-juni 2017
Equestrians strukturerade aldrarna 15-18 deltagare (27)

fokusgruppinter
vjuer

ar

IV — Stable mixade Svenska och enkatdeltagare maj -
Cultures in metoder: Norska ryttare (1628) september
Cyberspace fokusgruppinter <15 ar 28 fokusgrupper 2018
vjuer och intervjudeltagare ~ mars 2017-
enkatstudie (103) december 2018
V- mixade Svenska och enkatdeltagare maj -
Accessibility, metoder: Norska ryttare (1655) september
Agency, and fokusgruppinter <15 ar 28 fokusgrupper 2018
Trust vjuer och intervjudeltagare mars 2017-
enkatstudie (103) december 2018

Teorin om medialisering (Couldry och Hepp, 2013; Hjarvard, 2008) fungerar som
en teoretisk ram. I denna avhandling intas ett aktdrscentrerat perspektiv snarare
dn ett mediecentrerat, vilket mojliggér en djupare analys av kulturella och
beteendemaissiga monster och traditioner. Teoretiskt sett hanteras och forstas
komplexiteten genom att anvinda tre teoretiska koncept: teorin om ”social media
affordances” (Gibson, 1979; Ronzhyn et al., 2022), sjdlvpresentation (Goffman,
1959) och sociala interaktioner (Goffman, 1967). Dessutom tillimpas det
epistemologiska ramverket kristallisering (jfr. Ellingson, 2009) for att belysa de
manga synvinklar och perspektiv som undersoks i detta projekt.

Resultat

Forbund

Artikel I, Fans, Fellows or Followers: A Study on How Sport Federations Shape
Social Media Affordances, fokuserar pa tre idrotter: basket, skateboard och
ridsport, och syftar till att utveckla forstaelsen for hur idrottsforbund formar sina
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sociala medier. Studien bidrar med insikter i hur idrottsorganisationer uppfattar
och anvinder sociala medier som verktyg for engagemang. I linje med Frandsens
(2016; 2020) forskning om Danska idrottsforbunds medialisering, erkdnner
forbunden i denna studie sociala mediers kritiska roll i att nd och engagera sina
maélgrupper. Det framkommer att en strukturerad strategi for hantering av sociala
medier prioriteras, men att resurser ofta utgor en begriansning. Férbunden har
svért att hélla sina kanaler aktiva och avstér ofta fran att skapa nya kanaler pa
grund av bristande tid och resurser.

Resultaten visar att ett forbunds bakgrund, traditioner och tillgéngliga resurser
har en direkt paverkan pa deras arbete med sociala medier. Storre organisationer
kan avsitta mer resurser for kommunikation och engagemang i sociala medier,
vilket leder till en mer professionell och strategisk anvéndning. Trots att
ridsportférbundet dr det storsta i termer av medlemmar och personal, framhalls
resursbegransningar som det frimsta hindret for att utdka sitt engagemang pa
sociala medier, exempelvis genom att etablera nidrvaro pé plattformar som
TikTok. Intervjupersonerna betonar att det &r mer prioriterat for ridsportférbundet
att vara en palitlig killa till information och kunskap pa befintliga plattformar
snarare én att investera i nya. Detta val speglar bade resursbegransningar och ett
strategiskt fokus pad kvaliteten hos de befintliga plattformarna.
Sammanfattningsvis visar Artikel I att bakgrund, traditioner och resurser spelar
en avgdrande roll for hur idrottsforbund formar sina sociala medier. Studien
avsldjar ocksa att forbunden forestéller sig sina anvéndare pé olika sitt—som
fans, foljare eller vinner—vilket i sin tur paverkar deras strategier for sociala
medier. For ridsporten innebér detta att traditionella stallbackskulturer med deras
normer och traditioner har en betydande inverkan p& medialiseringen av
ridsportférbundet.

Influencers

I Artikel II, Social Media Influencers in Equestrian Sport, analyseras och
forklaras influencers paverkan pa stallbackskulturer i Sverige och Norge genom
digital etnografi. Studien belyser det komplexa forhallandet mellan ridsport och
sociala medier genom att undersdka hur influencers kommunicerar med sina
foljare. Analysen fokuserar pa de sex storsta profilerna inom ridsport (baserat pa
antal foljare) vid tidpunkten for datainsamlingen. Goffmans mikrosociologiska
perspektiv anvinds for att forstd hur dessa profiler upptrader och interagerar med
sina foljare, och hur idéer och uppfattad kunskap formas och overfors inom
idrotten. Resultaten visar att influencers skapar en kénsla av intimitet och
autenticitet 1 sin kommunikation, vilket kan gora deras kommersiella samarbeten
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mindre uppenbara och mer 6vertygande. Genom parasociala relationer (Horton
och Wohl, 1956) utévar ménga influencers makt pa mikroniva genom att selektivt
svara pa kommentarer som stirker deras offentliga image. Detta skapar en
makthierarki mellan influencers och deras féljare, dar influencers féar positiv
respons for sin hésthallning och hantering och uppfattas som legitima som sévél
ryttare som offentliga aktdrer. Detta stér i kontrast till Wellmans (2020) studie av
bodybuildingkultur, vilket kan bero pa den bredare acceptansen och erkdnnandet
av stallbackskulturer portrétterade online inom ridsporten. Slutligen indikerar
resultaten att influencers dr mer medialiserade &n idrottsforbund, d& de i hogre
grad anpassar sitt innehall for att engagera sina foljare.

Unga ryttare

Artikel III, Super Equestrians, fokuserar p& hur unga ryttare uppfattar,
konstruerar och forhandlar sina identiteter genom sociala medier. Genom
fokusgruppsintervjuer med gymnasieelever med ridsportprofil i Sverige framgar
det att sociala medier utgdér en central del av deras identitetskonstruktion.
Tidigare forskning har visat att sociala medier spelar en allt storre roll for
identitetskonstruktion bland ungdomar (Siapera, 2017; Vogel och Rose, 2017).
Plattformarna erbjuder en mdjlighet att projicera en positiv bild av sig sjélva till
vanner och bekanta, men det stindiga flodet av polerade bilder kan ocksé skapa
en press att framsta som "perfekt", vilket sétter unga ryttare i en sérbar position.
Kulturer som projiceras via sociala medier praglas ofta av en radsla for kritik och
av att inte fa tillrackligt med likes eller bekraftelse (Eek-Karlsson, 2015; Lunde,
2014). Det &r viktigt for vuxna som lérare och forédldrar att forsta nér ungdomar
har kontroll 6ver sina floden och nér dessa floden i stéllet styr dem (Goodyear et
al., 2019).

Ett huvudfynd i artikel I1I &r att normen om den "perfekta ryttaren" paverkar unga
ryttares konstruktion av sin "ridsportidentitet" genom kommunikationen pa
sociala medier. Deltagarna uttrycker en oro for att publicera bilder som inte
uppfyller dessa ideal, vilket kan leda till prestationsédngest. Trots detta menar
deltagarna att sociala medier dr en stor del av deras vardag och att de inspireras
av att f6lja framgéngsrika ryttare och influencers som visar "hur det ska se ut".
Deltagarna &r medvetna om granserna mellan online- och offline-realiteter och
betonar vikten av kéllkritik. De uppskattar de ryttare och influencers som véagar
utmana normerna genom att vara autentiska. Det onskas en genuin autenticitet
fran influencers, vilket ofta saknas hos forbunden. Sammanfattningsvis visar
artikel III att medialiseringen av ridsporten paverkar unga ryttare pa olika sitt och
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att sociala medier inte bara omvandlar anvindaraktiviteter till data, utan dven
formar deras identitetskonstruktion.

Kunskapsutbyte

Tidigare forskning visar att ryttare anviander sociala medier som informations-
och kunskapskillor (Bystrom et al., 2015; Dashper, 2017; Hii et al., 2013;
Lofgren et al., 2015). Trots detta framhalls att anvéindningen av sociala medier
for att inhdmta och utbyta information om hédstar och ridning inte &r
oproblematisk. Flera studier visar att Internet och sociala medier ofta betraktas
som de minst Onskvérda informationskillorna bland ryttare (Hockenhull och
Creighton, 2013; Lofgren et al., 2015).

Resultat i artikel IV, Stable Cultures in Cyberspace: A Study About Equestrians’
Use of Social Media as Knowledge Platforms, visar att sociala medier dr centrala
kommunikationsplattformar for ryttare. Den organiserade strukturen och
traditionella kulturen inom ridsporten skapar begrinsningar for var en "god
ryttare” bor soka information om ridning och hésthallning. Trots dessa normer
anvénder ryttare sociala medier for kunskapsutbyte. Bade yngre och dldre ryttare
anvinder plattformar som Facebook och Instagram, men medan &ldre ryttare ar
mer aktiva pd Facebook, foredrar yngre ryttare Instagram och Snapchat.
Anviandningsmonster och aktivitetsnivaer varierar mellan dldersgrupperna.

Artikel V, Accessibility, Agency and Trust: A Study About Equestrians’ (Online)
Learning Repertoires, utforskar hur ryttare skapar sina personliga repertoarer av
héstkunskap och vilka kéllor de litar pa. Resultaten visar att tillgéng,
handlingsutrymme och fortroende 4r avgorande for att kartligga ryttares
foredragna kunskapsplattformar. Ryttare uttrycker generellt missndje med
tillgdngligheten och kvaliteten pa histrelaterat innehéll online. Erfarenhet med
héstar paverkar i hog grad deras online-repertoarer; mindre erfarna ryttare litar
mer pa sociala medier 4n sina mer erfarna kollegor. Bade artikel IV och V visar
att ryttare, liksom forbund, influencers och unga ryttare, pdverkas av traditionella
stallbackskulturer nér de formar sina sociala medier och approprierar kunskap om
héstar och ridning genom informations- och kommunikationsteknik (IKT). Det
finns en hog efterfrdgan pa tillforlitliga och lattillgdngliga informationskéllor
online om héstar och ridning. Att forsté ryttares personliga kunskapsrepertoarer
kan bidra till att utveckla stdéd for dem att navigera sociala medier i sin strivan
efter tillforlitlig information.
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Slutsatser

Resultaten visar att idrottsorganisationer behover utveckla en djupare forstaelse
for sociala medielogiker och finna strategier for att navigera samspelet mellan
massmedia, sociala medier och institutionella processer. Resultaten visar att
aktorer inom ridsporten inkorporerar medielogik och hanterar medialiseringens
mangdimensionalitet i varierande grad. Influencers framstdr som mer
medialiserade dn forbunden, vilket aterspeglas i deras formaga att anpassa sitt
innehall for att engagera och involvera sina foljare. Samtidigt krockar
individuella ryttares forvéntningar och anvéndning av sociala medier ofta med
institutionernas mal och sociala mediepraktiker. Denna krock kan forstis som en
manifestation av (djup) medialisering och de traditionella normerna inom
stallbackskulturer. Medialiseringen har okat trycket pd bédde individer och
institutioner att skapa en intressant bild av histlivet, tillricklig for att generera
likes och delningar, samtidigt som de maste folja normer och traditioner for att
undvika stigma och skam.

Nya aktorer och maktrelationer har uppstitt inom ridsporten. De som
framgangsrikt navigerar stallbackskulturer och medielandskapet, samt har
formégan att framstélla sig som autentisk genom sociala medier, blir léttare att
relatera till och ses som palitliga for hastélskare. Det ar dock viktigt att betona att
en palitlig kélla for en ryttare inte nddvéndigtvis 4r densamma for en annan, vilket
kan forklara polariseringen mellan olika grupper inom ridsporten.
Medialiseringen och den Okade pressen att producera intressant innehall kan
paverka vélfarden for savil hdstar som méanniskor, bade positivt och negativt. For
aktorer inom ridsporten dr det avgdrande att forstd hur kulturer inom ridsporten
formar ryttare for att nd ut och sprida korrekt information om hésthéallning,
sikerhet och vilfird. Aven om traditionella stallbackskulturer fortfarande &r
géllande, och uttrycks genom sociala medier, formas och forhandlas nya sétt att
tolka och f6lja dessa normer av ryttare. Detta leder till slutsatsen att medialisering
bor ses som en integrerad del av utvecklingen av samtida stallbackskulturer.

Implikationer

Insikter om medialiseringen av stalbackskulturer kan anvindas for att adressera
flera fradgor inom ridsporten specifikt, men dven for att hantera liknande problem
i andra idrottssammanhang. For att forsta och forutse viktiga utvecklingsomraden
inom idrotten i Sverige och internationellt, behdver aktdrer informera sig om den
(sociala) medielogik som styr normer, praktiker och ideal. Sociala medier kan ses
som en forlingning av idrottsutdvares vardagsliv. Darfor ar det nodvéndigt for
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idrottsrorelsen att béttre forstd de medialiserade miljderna for att i sin tur kunna
mota utévares behov och utmaningar. Fragor kring vilket stod forbund och
foreningar behdver for att utveckla sin strategiska kommunikation for att forbli
relevanta, hur ledare kan stotta utdvare i deras anviandning av sociala medier,
samt vilka problem och fordelar som foljer med dessa plattformar, behover
adresseras och hanteras. Denna avhandling understryker sérskilt vikten av att
stddja ungdomar da de navigerar mellan normer och ideal som formats genom
kommunikation via sociala medier.
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Appendix I: Consent form, focus group interviews,
and individual interviews.

MALMO
UNIVERSITET

Informerat samtycke

Intervjun kommer att spelas in och transkriberas. Inga namn eller personuppgifter
kommer att presenteras i arbetet och du som medverkar &r anonym. Materialet
hanteras med storsta forsiktighet och arbetet genomf6rs helt i enlighet med
Vetenskapsradets forskningsetiska principer med krav pa information, samtycke,
konfidentialitet och nyttjande.

Resultatet av studien kommer att presenteras i vetenskapliga och
populdrvetenskapliga artiklar samt via muntliga presentationer dels pa
vetenskapliga konferenser men dven i andra sammanhang.

Du har nir som helst ritt att avbryta din medverkan.

Genom att ge din namnteckning nedan styrker du att du helt frivilligt staller upp
pa intervjun samt att du dr inforstddd med vad arbetet gér ut pa.

Medgivande

» Jag har tagit del av informationen kring studien och &r medveten om hur den
kommer att ga till och den tid den tar i ansprak.

» Jag har fatt tillfalle att fa mina fragor angdende studien besvarade innan den
paborjas och vet vem jag ska vinda mig till med fragor.

» Jag deltar i denna studie helt frivilligt och har blivit informerad om varfor jag
har blivit tillfrdgade och vad syftet med deltagandet ér.

* Jag dr medveten om att jag nir som helst under studiens géng kan avbryta
mitt deltagande utan att jag behdver forklara varfor.

Namnteckning Namnfortydligande
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Appendix llI: Interview guide, focus group interviews.

Intervjuguide: Fokusgruppintervjuer med ryttare i olika aldersgrupper

Semistrukturerad fokusgruppintervju 4—6 respondenter per grupp.

Inledning:

Beritta om projektet

Informerat samtycke

Del 1

Oppna inledningsfirdgor

Varfor borjade ni rida? (ndgot specifikt som inspirerade dig)
Hur och néar kommer ni i kontakt med héistar?

Har ni ndgon forebild som ni ser upp till vad géller ridning och/eller
hésthantering?

- Finns det skillnader mellan forebilder IRL respektive online?

Anvindande

Hur ménga génger om dagen, veckan, ménaden kan ni séga att ni anvander
nagon form av social plattform?

- Vilka sociala plattformar? Négra sociala medier som ar specifikt
inriktade mot héstar, ridning och ridsport? Speciella publikationer,
bloggar el forum?

- Vad handlar det vanligtvis om?

- Vilken tid pa dagen &r ni vanligtvis mest aktiva pa sociala medier?

Vad publicerar ni sjdlva pé sociala medier vad géller ridsport/héstar/ridning?
- Pavilket sitt och varfor?

Vilken typ av inldgg eller publikationer dras ni mest till online? (varfor, var,
hur, annat)

Hur ska informationen helst vara ”forpackad” for att ni ska bli intresserade?
(ex. rorligt material?

Hur konsumerar ni Bloggar resp. Vloggar? Foljer ni nagon speciell person el
organisation inom ridsportvérlden och varfor? ”vem lyssnar ni pd? Om inte
blogg/vlogg ndgon annan person, influencer eller s& som ni lyssnar pa?
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Vilken typ av information kopplat till héstar och ridning tycker ni passar i
sociala medier?

Vilken info kopplat till héstar och ridning passar inte i sociala medier?

Kunskap

Kénner ni att man kan erhélla kunskap (om héstar och ridning) till er genom
att vara aktiva pa sociala medier. (P4 vilket sétt)

Kollar ni pa sociala medier om ni vill ha tréningstips? (varfor, var, hur, annat)
- Vart vinder ni er da?
- Viljer ni bort vissa sidor medvetet? (varfor isf.)

Om ni stoter pa ndgot ’generellt” problem med er hist/en hist ni skoter el
rider vander ni er till nitet/sociala medier da? (varfor, var, hur, annat)

- Vart vinder ni er da?
- Viljer ni bort vissa sidor medvetet?

Om din hést/en hést du rider eller skdter verkar sjuk vénder ni er forst till
sociala medier eller ndgon annanstans? (varfor, var, hur, annat)

*  Vart véinder ni er da?
»  Viljer ni bort vissa sidor medvetet?
Saknar ni information om héstar och ridning pa sociala medier

» [ sé fall vilken typ av information?

Avslutning
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Appendix lll: Interview guide, individual interviews.
Intervjuguide: Intervjuer med medarbetare pa férbunden

Inledning

Beritta om mig sjélv och projektet:
Min bakgrund

Nuvarande doktorandprojekt

Lite om denna intervju

Informerat samtycke, intervjun kommer att spelas in och transkriberas

Bakgrundsfragor
Arbete/utbildning

* Vad ér din arbetsuppgift pa forbundet?

* Hur linge har du arbetat pa forbundet? Arbetat med olika uppgifter pé
forbundet?

» Utbildningsbakgrund? Tidigare erfarenheter?
Idrottsbakgrund

* Har du sjélv ndgon bakgrund inom idrotten utdver ditt arbete pa forbundet?

Forbundets malgrupper

*  Beskriv era olika mélgrupper, vem kommunicerar ni till? (beskriv gérna med

egna ord)

Stod/foljdfragor:

- Skulle du kunna rangordna era malgrupper?

- Hur forhéller ni er till dessa mélgrupper i er kommunikation

- Finns det olika typer av malgrupper pa de olika plattformarna? Vem
finner ni var? (hemsida, FB, Insta, App?) Hur forhaller ni er i sé fall till
detta?

Sociala medier

Policy/riktlinjer/strategi — sociala medier

* Har ni nagon uttalat strategi vad géller kommunikation i relation till sociala
medier?
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- Vad kommuniceras isf. i denna strategi (skicka gérna dokumentet till mig
i efterhand om det géar bra)
- Vad tycker du om detta dokument? Anvandbart?

* Har ni riktlinjer och/eller policydokument som beskriver hur forbundet
forhaller sig till sociala medier?

- I sé fall, vilken typ av dokument, beskriv gérna (skicka dem gérna till
mig i efterhand om det gar bra)
- Vad séger dessa dok (mkt generellt)
- Hur tycker du att dessa dokument fungerar (t.ex. bra och anvindbara
riktlinjer eller bara dok. som ligger och samlar dam)
Arbete med Sociala medier
* Resonera kring hur ni arbetar med sociala medier (beskriv gdrna med egna
ord hur ni faktiskt arbetar med forbundets kanaler pa sociala medier)
Stod/foljdfragor:
- Vilka plattformar finns ni pa? Varfor just dessa plattformar?
- Kommunicerar ni pa olika sitt beroende pa plattform? (bild, video, text)
- Hur méanga fo6ljare har ni pa de olika plattformarna, varfor tror du att vissa
fungerar béttre dn andra?
- Ar det vissa typer av inldgg som “slér bittre” &n andra (t.ex. mer likes
eller fler delningar etc.) varfor kan det vara sa?
Oppna avslutningsfirdgor i forhallande till sociala medier:
»  Skulle du vilja vérdera era olika plattformar gentemot varandra
* Vad dr framgéangsfaktorerna i ert arbete med sociala medier?
*  Hur ser du pé potentiella utvecklingsmdjligheter med ert arbete?
* Resonera kring eventuella utmaningar i arbetet? (nu och framat)

* Vilken roll tror du att sociala medier har for ridsporten och férbundet i
framtiden?

Digitalisering

Policy/riktlinjer/strategi — digitalisering

*  Vad tanker du nér du hor ordet digitalisering?

* Resonera kring vad digitalisering innebér for dig
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Har ni négon uttalad strategi vad géller digitalisering?

- Vad kommuniceras isf. i denna strategi (skicka gdrna dokumentet till mig
1 efterhand om det gér bra)

- Vad tycker du om detta dokument? Anvandbart?

Har ni riktlinjer och/eller policydokument som beskriver hur forbundet

forhaller sig till digitalisering?

- 1 sa fall, vilken typ av dokument, beskriv girna (skicka dem gérna till
mig i efterhand om det gar bra)

- Vad séger dessa dok (mkt generellt)

- Hur tycker du att dessa dokument fungerar (t.ex. bra och anvindbara
riktlinjer eller bara dok. som ligger och samlar dam)

Arbete med digitalisering

Resonera kring vad digitalisering innebar for forbundet?
Hur arbetar ni med digitalisering?

Hur forhaller sig arbetet med digitalisering internt i jimforelse med
digitalisering externt

Oppna avslutningsfrdgor i forhdllande till digitalisering:

Resonera kring vilka framgangsfaktorerna ér i ert arbete i forhéllande till
digitalisering?

Hur ténker du kring potentiella utvecklingsmdjligheter med ert arbete?
Resonera kring eventuella utmaningar i arbetet?

Vilken roll tror du att digitalisering kommer att spela for idrott och ridsporten
generellt samt for forbundet i framtiden?

Ovrigt

Har du nagot mer du skulle vilja framfora?
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Appendix IV: Survey.

MALMO
(| universiTer

Stallkulturer pa Internet

Valkommen!

Tack for att du deltar i var enkat. Din feedback ar mycket viktig.
Den har studien vander sig till dig som ar 15 ar eller aldre och handlar om hur du som ryttare/hastintresserad anvander internet och sociala
medier i din vardag kring hasten. Studiens syfte &r att skapa en battre miljo for hast och manniska. Vidare syftar studien till att skapa en

plattform for spridning av kunskap om hastar som vilar pa beprovad erfarenhet och vetenskaplig grund.

Din medverkan &r mycket viktig, eftersom studien kommer att kunna gora det battre for bade hastar och méanniskor. Fyll bara i enkéten en
gang. Studiens resultat kommer att presenteras pa vetenskapliga konferenser och i tidskrifter, men aven fér allméanheten.

Vi kommer att be dig borja med att fylla i bakgrundsfaktorer som alder, kén och var du bor fér att kunna koppla denna information till hur du
anvander sociala medier, men deltagande i studien ar anonymt och inga personuppgifter lagras.

Studien bedrivs av forskare fran Malmo Universitet och Norges Idrottshdgskola och huvudansvariga &r professor Susanna Hedenborg
(susanna.hedenborg@mah.se) och universitetslektor Aage Radmann (aage.radmann@nih.no). Ar du intresserad av att veta mer om studien,
stalla fragor eller ge oss feedback sa hor garna av dig!

Stort tack!

1. Jag samtycker hirmed till att delta i studien Stallkulturer pa internet

DJa

2. Jag intygar harmed att jag &r éver 15 ar

DJa

3. Jag intygar harmed att jag inte fyllt i denna enkat tidigare

l:‘.]a
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r MALMO
(| universiTer

Stallkulturer pa Internet

Alder, kén region

4. Jag identifierar mig som...

O Kvinna
O Man
Q Vill ej ange

5. Jag ar...ar

6. Jag bor i...

O Sodra Sverige

Q Mellersta Sverige
Q Norra Sverige

Q Inte i Sverige

O Annan (var god ange)

7. Jag bor...

O | en stad
O I en tatort

O P& glesbygden

Q Annan (var god ange)

|




r MALMO
(| universiTer

Stallkulturer pa Internet

Hasterfarenhet

8. Jag har ridit/hallit pA med héstar i...
O Mindre an 1 ar

1-2 ar

2-5ar

6-10 ar

11-15 &r

16-20 ar

21-25 ar

26-30 ar

ONONONORORORORO.

Mer &an 30 ar

9. Jag rider ungefar sahir mycket...
Q Inte alls

Mindre &n 1 gang i veckan

1 gang i veckan

2-3 ganger i veckan

3-5 ganger i veckan

Alla dagar i veckan

O0O0O00O0

Annan (var god ange)

|




10. Jag...

(du fyller hir i det eller de alternativ som stimmer bist in pa dig sjélv, det gar att vélja flera alternativ)
l:‘ Ar hobbyryttare

l:‘ Arbetar heltid i hastverksamhet

l:‘ Arbetar deltid i hastverksamhet

l:‘ Har tidigare arbetat med hastar men inte idag

l:‘ Annan (var god ange)

11. Om du har svarat att du arbetar eller tidigare har arbetat med hastar, i vilken typ av
héastverksamhet arbetar/ har du arbetat i?

12. Jag har egenlegna héastar
Ja, jag har en egen hast

Nej, jag har ingen egen hast

O
Q Ja, jag har flera egna hastar
O

13. Jag rider pa ridskola
Ja

Nej

14. Jag ar medryttare pa ndgon annans hast
Ja

Nej

15. Jag tavlar inom ridsport
Ja, jag tévlar idag aktivt

Nej jag tavlar inte alls

ORONO®

Nej inte idag, men jag har tidigare tavlat

16. Vilken eller vilka ridsportgrenar ar du mest intresserad av?




17. Utbildning, jag...
Har aldrig last ndgon utbildning kopplad till hastar och ridsport
Har gétt utbildning kopplat till hastar och ridsport

Gér just nu en utbildning kopplad till hastar och ridsport

ORONONG®,

Annan (var god ange)

18. Om du gar eller har gatt en utbildning kopplad tillhastar och ridsport, vanligen beskriv
nedan vilken eller vilka typl/er av utbildning/ar du har gatt/gar




r MALMO
(| universiTer

Stallkulturer pa Internet

Sociala medier

19. Jag anvander sociala medier

O Ja
Q Nej

20. Om du svarat att du anvander sociala medier, vilka sociala medier anvander du? (detgar

att valja flera alternativ)
Facebook
Instagram
Snapchat
YouTube
LinkedIn
Twitter
Skype
Whatsapp
Pinterest
Kik

Thumblr

oD oo

Annan (var god ange)

|

21. Sadhar mycket anvander jag mig av sociala medier

Inte alls Jag ar konstant uppkopplad

O [ ]




22. Om du anvander sociala medier, hur anvander du dessa sidor?

(du fyller hér i det eller de alternativ som stammer bést in pa dig sjilv, det gar att vélja flera alternativ)
l:‘ Tar del av andras inlagg, bilder och filmer

l:‘ Delar med mig av egna bilder, filmer och tankar

l:‘ Jag anvander sociala medier i mina studier eller i mitt arbete

l:‘ Annan (var god ange)

23. Om du anvander sociala medier, varfor anvander du dessa sidor?

(du fyller hér i det eller de alternativ som stimmer bist in pa dig sjélv, det gar att vilja flera alternativ)
l:‘ For att hélla kontakt med redan befintliga vanner och bekanta

For att knyta nya kontakter

For att halla mig uppdaterad av vad som sker i min omvarld, generellt

For att halla mig uppdaterad av vad som hander i hastvarlden

Jag anvander sociala medier enbart i underh&liningssyfte

For att framféra mina &sikter om olika saker

Annan (var god ange)

24. Laser du bloggar?

HEENEEEREEN

Ja, ofta
Ja, ibland

Nej, inte alls

O
O
() Ja, fast sallan
O

25. Har du en egen blogg?
Ja

Nej




26. Kollar du pa Vloggar

O Ja, ofta

Q Ja, ibland
Q Ja, fast sallan
Q Nej, inte alls

27. Har du en egen Vlogg?

O Ja
O Nej
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Internet, sociala medier och hastar

28. Jag anvander internet for att hitta kunskap om hastar

O Ja
Q Nej

Om ja, var pa internet vander du dig for att hitta kunskap om hastar?

29. Jag anvander sociala medier for att hitta kunskap om hastar

Q Ja
O Nej

Om ja, vilka sociala medier vander du dig till for att hitta kunskap om héastar?

30. Lagger du ut egna texter, bilder eller filmer som ror hastar pa sociala medier

O Ja
O Nej

Om ja, var?




31. Jag anvander internet for att hitta kunskap om héstars tréaning

O Ja
Q Nej

Om ja, var pa internet vander du dig for att hitta kunskap om hastars traning?

32. Jag anvander sociala medier nar jag letar efter kunskap om héastars traning

Q Ja
O Nej

Om ja, vilka sociala medier vander du dig till for att hitta kunskap om héstars tréaning?

33. Lagger du ut egna texter, bilder eller filmer som rér hastars trdning

O Ja
O Nej

Om ja, var?

34. Jag anvander internet for att hitta kunskap om hastars sjukdomar eller skador

D Ja
O Nej

Om ja, var pa internet vander du dig for att kunskap om héastars sjukdomar eller skador?




35. Jag anvander sociala medier for att hitta kunskap om héstars sjukdomar eller skador

O Ja
Q Nej

Om ja, vilka sociala medier vander du dig till for att hitta kunskap om héstars sjukdomar eller skador?

36. Om du gor det, beskriv har varfor du anvander internet i din vardag kring hasten...

For att hitta kunskap om
hasten generellt ‘ ‘

For att hitta kunskap om
hastars traning ‘ ‘

For att hitta kunskap om
héstars sjukdomar eller ‘ ‘

skador

Jag anvander inte internet
for att hitta kunskap om
hastar men anvander det for ‘

att...

37. Om du gor det, beskriv hdar hur du anvander sociala medier i din vardag kring hdsten

For att hitta kunskap om
héasten generellt ‘ ‘

For att hitta kunskap om
héstars traning ‘ ‘

For att hitta kunskap om
héstars sjukdomar eller ‘ ‘

skador

Jag anvander inte sociala

medier for att hitta kunskap

om héstar men anvéander

det for att... ‘ ‘

38. Finns det ndgon information om histar som du tycker saknas pa internet?

Q Ja
Q Nej

39. Om du tycker att det saknas information om histar och ridning pa internet vilken typ
av information ar det du saknar?
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Tack for din medverkan!

Stort tack for att du tog dig tid att svara p& enkéaten! Har du frdgor om studien vénligen kontakta: susanna.hedenborg@mau.se eller
aage.radmann@nih.no
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Abstract: Increased in-depth knowledge on how sport federations shape their social media affor-
dances to build relationships with their audiences will develop the understanding and ongoing
discussion on the effects of social media in organized sports. The aim of this study was therefore
to investigate in what way sports federations shape their social media affordances to create an
increased understanding of how they interact with their audiences through social media. Three
sports federations, the Swedish Basketball Federation, the Swedish Skateboard Association, and the
Swedish Equestrian Federation, were investigated through semi-structured interviews as well as
digital ethnography. The analytical focus lies on in what way the organizations shape social media
affordances as well as in what way they imagine social media uses and users. This study shows that the
federations’ imagination of who their users are, what they would like to see and how these users
act and react defines their affordances. Further, the results reveal that the federations have differing
approaches to in what way they imagine their users (as fans, fellows or followers) as well as what their
incentives are for using social media. To learn how ongoing mediations mold long-term changes for
sport federations, it is of importance to look beyond mediatization and learn more about their current
structure and operations, their history, and traditions, as well as their view of their users.

Keywords: sport federations; social media; affordances; imagined affordances; audiences; basketball;
skateboard; equestrian sports; mediatization

1. Introduction
1.1. Background and Aim

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and, more specifically, Social
Network Sites (SNS) have made an impact on the society of sports. Ever since the early
years of social media, researchers have studied the cultural, social, commercial, economic,
and technological impact on sports through the lenses of social media (cf. Billings et al.
2019; Filo et al. 2015; Geurin 2017). According to the 2022 edition of the International Sports
Federations (IFs) Social Media Ranking, aiming to capture the social media footprint of IFs,
the federations generally show a consistent growth in terms of social media numbers. The
federation with the highest number of followers is the international Cricket Council, with
over 92 million followers, followed by FIFA (51 million followers) and the International
Basketball Federation (15 million followers). Even if the development and importance
of social media use among sports federations is evident, the latest report published on
the Swedish sports confederations” website, focusing on social media in relation to the
development of the sport movement, dates back to 2012. The report emphasizes the
possibilities and challenges of using SNS and concludes that the use of social media can
support the sports movement to build networks and relations with audiences, and through
this, enhance its position in society (cf. Westelius et al. 2012). The probability that social
media use looks the same way among sports organizations today as it did back in 2012 is
slim, and research on national sports federations’ utilization of social media is scarce.

Journal. Media 2023, 4, 688-709. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia4020044
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The aim of this study was therefore to investigate in what way national sports fed-
erations shape their social media affordances to interact with their audiences through
social media to develop the understanding on organizational mediatization among national
sport federations.

In a study on Danish national sports federations” use of SNS, Frandsen (2016) shows
that digital media are a major concern among federations but that the response towards this
influence differs across organizations. For some federations, the operation of digital media
is centralized, while others outsource communication tasks, and for many federations, it is
difficult to navigate in what way they can best utilize opportunities brought to them through
digital media. One of the significant effects of digital media is, according to Frandsen, “a
dispersion of communication involving more people and concurrent increasing internal
complexity in many organizations” (Frandsen 2016, p. 398). It is important to include
a wider range of sports and organizations that traditionally have been excluded from
the mass media over the years to extend the knowledge about the effect of digital media
(Frandsen 2016); this as marginalized sports are under pressure to adapt to the perceived
media logic, by communicating with their audiences through social media to increase their
media presence (Nolleke and Birkner 2019). Following the advice from previous research,
the three sports federations studied in this article are the Swedish Basketball Federation,
the Swedish Skateboard Association, and the Swedish Equestrian Federation. All of these
are sports that to some levels have been marginalized (Andersson 2003; Oczki and Pleskot
2020) from the mass media in Sweden.

The mediatization of sports has been developing over the past two decades, and it
has led to an increased presence of sports organizations on digital platforms (English 2022;
Schallhorn et al. 2022; Nolleke and Birkner 2019; Frandsen 2016). Research shows that
this is moving the boundaries of sports media and sports journalism, resulting in strong
divisions between the coverage produced by the sports organizations themselves, i.e., PR
in the shape of in-house publications mainly published online, and the coverage produced
by journalists (Frandsen 2016; Birkner and Nolleke 2016; Nolleke and Birkner 2019; English
2022). Previously, sports organizations relied on news publications and journalists to reach
out with news and reports to their audiences. Now, these organizations are scaling up their
own communication departments, and at the same time, a decline in sports journalism’s
traditional capabilities is seen (English 2021). However, not all sports have a history of
receiving high media coverage in traditional media, and not all sports organizations have
the resources to upscale their communications departments. Even if there is a new wave
of mediatization taking place in sports, there are still differences regarding the levels and
effects of mediatization in different organizations (Frandsen 2016).

To further investigate the effects of digital media on sports organizations, this study
focused on federations’ aims and strategies of using SNS. The results are interpreted and
discussed with support from the theory of imagined affordances (Nagy and Neff 2015)
and the four-item taxonomy of affordances including visibility, editability, persistence, and
association (Treem and Leonardi 2013). First, the federations’ social media affordances are
investigated by introducing their views on why they use social media and what platforms
they have chosen to be an active part of:

RQ1: What are the incentives for sport federations to use social media?

Second, the federations’ creation and affordance of their social media accounts are
focused by analyzing the federations use of social media:

RQ?2: In what way do sport federations shape their social media affordances through their strategic
work with communication on social media?

Third, the interaction with the federations” audiences is focused by investigating the
federations view on—and interaction with—their users:

RQ3: How do sports federations perceive—and interact with—their social media audiences?
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1.2. Theoretical Framework

James Gibson (1979) developed the term affordances, which has become a commonly
used notion in communication technology and social media studies (Nagy and Neff 2015;
Shaw 2017; Manzerolle and Daubs 2021). Traditionally, affordance describes what the
environment offers the animal. In his book The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception
(1979), Gibson defines it as follows:

The affordances of the environment are what It offers the animal, what it provides
or furnishes, either good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, the
noun affordance is not. I have made it up. I mean by it something that refers
to both the environment and the animal in a way that no existing term does. It
implies the complementary of the animal and the environment (Gibson 1979,
p. 127).

In media and communication studies, the notion of affordances allows researchers
to “talk about the imbrication of culture and technology” (Shaw 2017, p. 595; Nagy and
Neff 2015). One can think of interactive media technologies in terms of imagined affor-
dances, and an extension of the affordance theory can support communication theorists
to focus on the construction, mediation, and materialization of power and social relation-
ships (Shaw 2017; Nagy and Neff 2015). Imagined affordance helps to explain how people
shape their media environments, perceive them, and have agency within them because of
imagined affordances. Shaw (2017) emphasizes that “designs and environments like media
representations do not tell us what to think or do, but they do shape what we think with”
(Shaw 2017, p. 596). Ronzhyn et al. (2022) further raise that the main advantage of using
the affordances perspective in social media research is that it underlines the role and agency
of humans in the use of technology. This is done by looking into both the contextual and
the individual aspects of technology use to investigate “how social media usage is shaped
by the properties of actors and their context” (Ronzhyn et al. 2022, p. 14). The following
definition of social media affordances is used to create a more coherent understanding of
what affordance means in social media research:

“Social media affordances are the perceived actual or imagined properties of social

media, emerging through the relation of technological, social, and contextual,

that enable and constrain specific uses of the platforms” (Ronzhyn et al. 2022,

p- 14).

In this study, imagined affordances will be used to investigate in what way sports
federations, by shaping their social media affordances, are mediatized in the way that they
act and communicate with their audiences. This means that the focus in the analysis of
the practices among the federations does not lie on a media-centric perspective of using
mediatization to understand the sports federations’ role in society, but rather seeing media-
tization as an internal process in the organizations’ quest to create bonds and relationships
with their audiences. Further, according to the theory of imagined affordances, the focus of
the analysis lies in what way the federations perceive or imagine their uses of social media,
i.e., their social media practices, and their social media users, i.e., their audiences.

“The point is not solely what people think technology can do or what designers
say technology can do, but what people imagine a tool is for. Imagination connotes
perception, not just rationality, a distinction that is missing in how communication
scholars currently use the term “affordance.” (Nagy and Neff 2015, p. 7).

According to Treem and Leonardi (2013), “defining social media by enumerating
its affordances may allow for a nuanced understanding of when, why, and how social
media occasion change in organizational practice” (p. 147). To conduct the analysis of
the federations” imagined uses and users (cf. Nagy and Neff 2015) of social media, the
four-item taxonomy including visibility, editability, persistence, and association, developed
by Treem and Leonardi (2013), is used. Visibility is tied to the amount of effort people
must undertake to locate information and explains in what way social media afford users
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the ability to make their behaviors, knowledge, preferences, and communication network
connections that were once invisible visible to others (Treem and Leonardi 2013, p. 150).
Persistence explains how communication stays accessible to its audiences after the actor
has finished her or his presentation, and the persistence of content on social media allows
individuals to contribute to the technology “to develop and remain available over time”
(Treem and Leonardi 2013, p. 156). Editability is a focus on the fact that individuals are able
to spend time and effort to produce and develop a communicative act before it is presented
to its audiences. “Editability is a function of two aspects of an interaction: communication
formed in isolation from others, and asynchronicity” (Treem and Leonardi 2013, p. 159).
Finally, associations are established connections between individuals, between individuals
and content, or between an actor and a presentation. There are two forms of associations in
social media, where the first is created from one person to another individual (i.e., a social
tie), and the other is created by an individual to a piece of information (for example, a wiki
contribution or tagging of an article) (Treem and Leonardi 2013, p. 162).

1.3. Mediatization and Sports

According to Frandsen, mediatization is a process that is in operation at many levels
and at various speeds, and it takes organizations in diverse directions (Frandsen 2016,
p- 398). Mediatization as a concept and theory has proven to be popular in recent years,
not only in terms of its overall visibility but also regarding the range of topics it has been
attached to (Skey et al. 2018, p. 591). This has, according to Deacon and Stanyer (2014),
resulted in the use of mediatization offering simplistic narratives of social change that
tend to be overly media-centric. To keep the relevance of using the term, Livingstone and
Lunt (2014) suggest that mediatization studies should be focusing on domains of society
that have their own institutional logic or cultural order, their own entrenched governance
regimes, rules and norms, resources and expertise (Livingstone and Lunt 2014, p. 706).
The actor-centered approach with actors who have been influenced by various media over
time supports mediatization studies to move away from the critiqued media-centrism,
focusing on activities of groups and individuals rather than media and its presumed impact
(Skey et al. 2018; Moores 2013). The current study is focusing on organizations (i.e., sport
federations) that operate in an organizational environment (i.e., the organized sports sector)
that indeed has its own logics, governance structures, rules, norms, as well as expertise
and will focus on an actor-centered approach rather than a media-centric approach. This
is mainly done by focusing on the sport federations’ practices, activities, and views on
their own use of social media rather than the influence of media on these organizations.
To move further away from media-centrism and the simplistic use of mediatization (cf.
Deacon and Stanyer 2014; Birkner and Nolleke 2016; Skey et al. 2018) and to increase
the understanding of the sports federations and their mediated communication with their
audiences, the theory of affordances will be used as the main operating theoretical approach
in this study. Mediatization and the previous studies on sports and mediatization are used
to contextualize and discuss the findings in the present study.

1.4. The Swedish Sports Movement

The Swedish sports movement is governed by the Swedish Sports Confederation
(55C), an umbrella organization divided into 72 national sports federations (NSFs) and
19 regional sport federations (RSFs). Sweden is populated by 10.5 million people, and
overall, the sports movement involves 3.3 million individual members of around 19,000
associations in the 72 NSFs (Riksidrottsforbundet 2021). The administrative structure of
the SSC is voluntary and membership-based and receives an annual budget from the
Swedish government. The budget is allocated to the various divisions and RSFs of SSC and
further distributed to the NSFs, which ultimately divide the funding towards their member
associations. Traditionally, the relationship between the Swedish Sports Movement and the
Swedish government is defined by an “implicit contract” where the government defines
the extent and the purpose of the funding, and the recipient (i.e., the sports movement)
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determines the details of the distribution and administration of the funds. Autonomy and
self-determination of the sports movement is an important cornerstone of this relationship
(Norberg 2011; Fahlén and Stenling 2016). However, research shows that an increased
demand on performance outputs and a wider social responsibility for organized sport have
led to a system for follow-up and control of the government support to the sport movement
colored by governing mechanisms associated with neoliberal ideologies. These trends are
putting the implicit contract between the sports movement and the government to the test
(Fahlén and Stenling 2016). Nagel et al. (2015) defines professionalization of sport orga-
nizations “as an organisational process of transformation leading towards organisational
rationalisation, efficiency and business-like management” (Nagel et al. 2015, p. 407). Ever
since the 1970s, professionalization and commercialization have been dominant trends in
the world of sports, including the sports movement in Sweden. However, the processes
of professionalization and commercialization of organized sports in Sweden have been
outweighed by the unique balance between democratic fostering and competition fostering.
According to Peterson (2008), the balance between democratic fostering (representing a mix
of voluntary work, state support, and democratic work forms) and competition fostering
(following the logics of sports) represents a cornerstone for the present and future success of
the Scandinavian sports model. Further, in a report on future trends of the leadership and
organization within the Swedish sports movement conducted by the SSC, the balance be-
tween the voluntary-based system with its unique values and professional and commercial
trends is raised as crucial for the future development of Swedish sports (Welander 2020).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Collection
2.1.1. Sample Selection

In this study, three national sports federations were investigated: The Swedish Eques-
trian Federation, The Swedish Basketball Federation, and the Swedish Skateboard Asso-
ciation. These sports have been selected to give the study a nuanced picture of sports
federations” mediatization and use of social media. The underlying selection criteria are
the social profile of the participants in the different sports, focusing on gender distribution,
for how long the specific sport has been a member of the Swedish Sports Confederation,
and the number of member associations, individual members, as well as the number of
staff members working for the federation (Table 1).

Table 1. Profiles of the National Sport Federations.

. Formed Number of Nulf\l?er of Gender Distribution Number of
Federation Year Member Individual amone Members Staff
Associations Members 8 Members
The Swedish o 41
Equestrian 1912 841 168,599 92% female (33 female
. 8% male
Federation 8 male)
The Swedish 45% female 19
Basketball 1952 321 142,516 o oo (6 female
Federation ° 13 male)
The Swedish 2% femal 4
Skateboard 2012 100 29,796 o temate (1 female
o . 78% male
Association 3 male)

The Swedish Basketball Federation (SBF) was formed in 1952, and today, their office
consists of 19 staff members. SBF’s communication efforts are based in a department
called marketing, event, and communication. The persons interviewed in this study,
Marc, and Dan (the interviewees names have been replaced with fictive names for the
purpose of confidentiality), are both working in this department and have strategic and
practical experience working with social media and communications. SBF uses several
ICTs as platforms for their communication efforts (see Table 2). The Swedish Skateboard
Association (SSA) was formed in January 2012, and since 2014, the office has grown
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from one to four staff members, two full-time staff who are the two interviewees, Sam
and Jessie, and two staff members working on specific projects. There is no specific
communications department, all four staff members are at some level involved in social
media engagements. The Swedish Equestrian Federation (SEF) was formed in 1912, and
today, their office consists of around 40 staff members. The marketing and communication
department consists of 10 persons, and the two interviewees, Lisa, and Sophie, focus on
communication efforts through social media. Lisa mainly focuses on grassroots sports-
related communication and educational material with riding clubs and riding schools as
target groups, whereas Sophie works more with content related to sports and competitions.

2.1.2. Interviews

Semistructured interviews (Brinkmann and Kvale 2018) with two representatives
from each federation, of which three were male and three were female, were conducted in
April-May 2020. An interview guide including three sections guided the interviews. The
first part included open introductory questions focusing on the interviewees’ background
and role at the federation. The second part focused on the federations” audiences and
target groups, and the interviewees were asked to describe, rank, and elaborate on the
federations’ target groups. Part number three was the most extensive part, focusing on
the federations” work with social media. Questions about the federations’ communication
strategies and their work in relation to social media were posed. The interviews led by the
author lasted between 50 and 90 min, with an average duration of 76.55 min. All interviews
were conducted through Zoom and were recorded and transcribed.

2.1.3. Digital Ethnography

To further investigate the sports federations” work with, and presence, on social
media, netnographic observations (Berg 2015) of the three federations’ official social media
platforms were conducted. The observations were conducted for two months: March 2021
and January 2022. Multiple social media platforms were observed (Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter, and TikTok) and the material was collected through field notes. The field-note
diary includes a detailed description of the posts (text, video, image(s)), the number of likes
and comments, and a caption of the comments.

2.2. Data Analysis

The transcribed interviews were thematically analyzed (Clarke and Braun 2018) and
coded using the qualitative computer-assisted software NVivo. The following themes
were identified in the analysis: Appropriation (sub-codes: Guidelines, Policy, Practical
work, Strategy), Audiences (sub-codes: target groups, reception, and influencers/profiles),
Content, Development (sub-codes: Success factors, Threats, Challenges, Development
areas), and Information-Federation. Further, the material collected through the digital
ethnography of the federations” SNS was also coded and analyzed using NVivo. Finally,
quotes representing the themes were added in the Results section. According to Corden and
Sainsbury (2006), adding quotations in the results may be a useful tool to assure that the
research participants are given agency by including their voices. However, it is important
to keep a thoughtful balance between quotes and the analytical text conducted by the
researcher. In this study, it has been of importance to include the interviewees’ voices, as
their views on strategic communication through SNS form one of the foundations of the
data collected and are a cornerstone in the analysis.

The data collected through the digital ethnography were analyzed through four queries
conducted using NVivo: the number of posts per SNS for all federations (Figure 1), the
number of posts per federation and SNS (Table 3), and content produced by the federations
(Table 4 and Figures 2—4).
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2.3. Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations have influenced the approach of the study. Informed consent
has been collected from the interviewees, who were thoroughly introduced to the research
project before commencing the interviews. The interviewees were also informed that
they could stop the interview at any time or choose not to respond to certain questions.
For the purpose of confidentiality, sensitive and personal information is safely archived.
The interviewees’ names have been replaced, and other indicators that could reveal their
identity have been removed or altered. Regarding the digital ethnography, the official
platforms of the three federations are used, and there has been an active choice not to
include observations from, for example, closed groups formed by individuals on SNS.
Further, representatives from the federations have, during the interviews, been informed
that the federations’ official SNS will be observed and included in the study.

3. Results
3.1. The Federation’s Social Media Affordances
3.1.1. Aims of Using Social Network Sites

All three federations in this study are convinced that SNS are an important part of
their communication efforts and that it is necessary to use SNS to reach out with their
information. They do, however, have slightly different views on why they use SNS. Thus,
it is likely that they shape their social media affordances in various ways. To uncover
the federations’ social media affordances, the reasoning behind their use of the platforms
is presented. The focus lies on investigating how the organizations shape their media
environments (cf. Nagy and Neff 2015). For the Swedish Basketball Federation (SBF), the
use of SNS is necessary to stay relevant for a younger audience but also to develop the brand
Swedish basketball and to reach more fans. Throughout the interviews, organizations such
as the National Basketball Association (NBA) and the International Basketball Federation
(FIBA) are mentioned as inspirations for SBF’s work with communication through SNS. In
the excerpts below, one of the interviewees from SBF, Marc, expresses the importance of
staying on top of the developing social media landscape and the potential in reaching out
to, specifically, a younger basketball audience through SNS:

Marec: If we look at one of the challenges that we face ... is that we want to keep
young players involved in basketball. We don’t want young people who play
basketball to stop playing because other things get in the way. We cannot fully
succeed in this unless we have a brand and communication channels that appeal
to and interest the young audience. Because the probability of staying in the sport
is much greater if they see that we stand for interesting content, an interesting
brand, and interesting content on social media. There you can draw inspiration
from many different sources. For example, the NBA in the US has done a fantastic
job with that. They have been at the forefront of digital development all along
and have worked very successfully in raising player profiles and engaging young
fans in an extremely effective way (Interview with Marc, SBF).

The results show that SBF, through its visibility on SNS, aims to strengthen its brand
to retain young players and engage with new audiences. For the Swedish Skateboard
Association (S5A), it is also important to use SNS to increase its visibility. However, it seems
even more important for them to, through SNS, afford an environment where they can
create associations between themselves and their audiences. The representatives from SSA
express that they use social media to create a sense of community and intimacy with their
target groups. An example of this is that they have chosen to, instead of setting up an
official Facebook page, create a group as the official channel on Facebook. They believe
that a group allows their followers to communicate more freely, which creates a better
feeling of togetherness, as it allows everyone to have a voice and space to express their
opinions. In other words, they wish to afford an environment driven by associations between
the organization and its audiences. Further, this shows that a platform such as Facebook
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affords different possibilities for organizations and that it, in cases like this, indeed reflects
the organizational aims and strategies that stand behind the shaping of the platform’s
attributes.

Even if itis evident that social media is a very important part of the Swedish Equestrian
Federation’s (SEF) communication department, there seems to be a paradox regarding the
traditional aspects of the equestrian industry and the developing digital communication
landscape. On the one hand, there are patterns showing reluctance, and sometimes even
fear, towards communication through SNS, and on the other hand, SNS are raised as
important forums for the equestrian community. In the excerpts below, Lisa elaborates on
this paradox and raises the development potential regarding “thinking more social” as she
puts it:

Lisa: I also think that we are a bit behind, we operate in a very old-fashioned way
in general. So, when we make strategies for different projects and communication
plans, we don’t always think social, but things are starting to happen. If you have
a pile of money, you should put at least half of it to buy outreach if you want to
reach out properly. Because it’s not possible to rely on organic outreach anymore.
So that there is, of course, a development potential in that as well. To think more
social in our plans and strategies.

Lovisa: Why do you think it’s so old-fashioned in your sport?

Lisa: Honestly, I think there are a lot of good people ... but we are such a super
analog industry. I don’t think it has anything to do with age either, there are also
young people who become analog like that. There’s sort of a strength in it as well,
but it lags a bit. You do what you've always done.

Maybe we’re a bit slower than others because we have a bit slower sport, I don’t
really know, because we are very hands-on as well (Interview with Lisa, SEF).

The equestrian industry is expressed as quite analog and traditional, but at the same
time, the interviewees see great potential in reaching out to the target groups of the federa-
tion by using social media. SNS are seen as powerful tools to build better relationships with
their target groups, and one of the interviewees expresses that this has slightly transformed
the image of the federation, from being seen as a very bureaucratic organization to being
more accessible toward its members. In the excerpts above, Lisa also elaborates that it is
necessary to have resources in terms of money to afford outreach through SNS and that it
is impossible to gain organic outreach today.

3.1.2. The Federations” Choice of Social Network Sites

To further analyze the social media affordances of the federations, it is necessary to
look at their choice of SNS or perhaps, more importantly, the reasoning behind their choice
of the use of different SNS. All three federations use multiple SNS; Facebook together with
Instagram are seen as central platforms of their communication through social media. The
number of followers on the federations’ different SNS is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Overview of the federations” SNS.

Federation Facebook Instagram Twitter TikTok
The Swedish Equestnan 66,000 followers 76,300 followers 3600 followers -
Federation
The Swedish Basketball 10,700 followers 17,500 followers 5160 followers 9600 followers
Federation
The svdeSh. Sl'<ateboard 3400 group members 3170 followers - -
ssociation

Number of followers per federation and SNS, 20230320.
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Figure 1 and Table 3 below present results from the digital ethnography and show the
three federations’ activity on their different SNS during the time of the observations.

A:basketball W B:Equestrian M C:Skateboard

150

21

B

Facebook Instagram Twitter TikTok

Figure 1. Number of posts by all three federations on the different SNS.

The results show that the federations were, at the time of the observations, publishing
the most posts on Facebook (n = 136), closely followed by Instagram (n = 134), while
Twitter (n = 21) and TikTok (n = 5) were more rarely used by the federations. To compare
the use of SNS between the organizations, the number of posts per federation and SNS
was collected, analyzed, and summarized. As shown in Table 3 below, SBF published the
highest number of posts (n = 148), followed by SEF (n = 92) and SSA (n = 49). SBF and SEF
published the most posts on Facebook, whereas SSA was more active on Instagram, and the
only federation active on TikTok was SBE. These results show that it is not the federation
with the most resources in terms of staff who are the most active on their SNS. However,
the observations reveal that SBF often publishes multiple posts per day and platform
just like SSA (on some occasions they both post up to six posts per day on Facebook or
Instagram), whereas SEF seems more restrictive regarding multiple posts per day and
platform. On some occasions, SEF published up to four posts per day on a platform but not
more than that.

Table 3. Number of posts per SNS divided by federation.

A: Basketball B: Equestrian C: Skateboard
1: Facebook 73 44 19
2: Instagram 56 48 30
3: TikTok 5 0 0
4: Twitter 15 6 0
Total 148 92 49

The interviewees were also asked what platforms they are using and why they have
chosen to be present on these SNS. As shown in the results from the digital ethnography
above, the federations use multiple platforms, and SBF is the most active organization by
measuring the number of active platforms and number of posts. Interestingly, the intervie-
wees from SBF raise Instagram as their largest SNS with the most followers; however, they
are not most active on this platform, they are posting more on Facebook in comparison
to Instagram. Twitter is also used by SBF but has fewer followers than the other SNS,
and, in the interviews, TikTok was raised as a potential new platform for the federation.
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Later, the digital ethnography revealed that a TikTok account indeed was set up and active
(see Table 3 above). Like the Basketball Federation, the Skateboard Federation mainly
uses Facebook and Instagram together with their website as their main communication
channels, and they also have an account on YouTube. They do not use Twitter or TikTok.
The interviews show that the respondents from the Equestrian Federation, just like the re-
spondents from the other two federations, see SNS as important recourses in their external
communication efforts.

3.1.3. Background and Traditions

The results above show that all federations today see SNS as important recourses.
However, one of the interviewees from the equestrian federation reveals that she had to
struggle to get her colleagues and bosses to accept that the federation should be present
on social media back in 2011. The Equestrian Federation has a history of battling with a
rather suspicious attitude towards communication through SNS; this is also in line with
the argument made previously regarding the traditional nature of this federation and the
sport in general. However, the results also show that the will to be present and accessible
to the members and followers often seems to win over the rather hesitant attitude toward
new ways of communicating.

For the skateboard federation, communication through social media is used to guide
new members or people who are curious about “how the sport works.” In the excerpts be-
low, a respondent from the skateboard federation, Jessie, elaborates on how skateboarding
is different from other sports in relation to traditions and path dependency:

Jessie: I think that a sport that has been part of the Swedish Sports Confederation
for a long time has its pathway already set out. They're probably like, it has
always been like this, it's not questioned. I think that for us, who attract people
who are not used to the way things are in the organized sports movement or un-
derstand what it’s about, communication on social media is important (Interview
with Jessie, SSA).

There are differences in the three federations’” approaches regarding their choice of SNS.
On the one hand, SBF sees it as an important task to follow the developing social media
landscape and open up new platforms continuously if they see that their target audience
(i.e., young people who are (or potentially will be) interested in basketball) is present there.
This approach is evident both from the results of the interviews and the digital ethnography.
On the other hand, and in contrast to SBE, SEF and SSA are quite clear that they do not see
the need to be an early adopter of new platforms. The interviewees from SSA stress the
importance of knowing where the organizations’ target groups interact and mean that it is
better to follow the target groups rather than set new trends regarding digital platforms.
The interviewees from the Equestrian Federation are, just like the Skateboard Association,
convinced that the organization does not need to be an early adopter when it comes to
testing new social media platforms. In the excerpts below, one of the interviewees from
SEF explains that she sees the potential in developing new platforms of communication
but also stresses that it is very time-consuming to keep multiple accounts active:

Lisa: We sort of feel like we don’t want to be everywhere (on all different social
media platforms, authors remark) and we don’t need to be the first ones present
at a new platform. We still must be able to keep up with the work, so we haven’t
been very keen on starting up all new platforms at the same time. There is a huge
potential that we just don’t really have time for today (Interview with Lisa, SEF).

Time and recourses are barriers for the Skateboard and Equestrian Federations to set up
new SNS; interestingly, these two federations are the smallest, respectively, and the largest
federation in terms of practitioners, members as well as staff members, which indicates that
the size of the federation is not the only factor defining the number of platforms federations
are active on. Just like the Basketball Federation, they see potential with new platforms,
but they would rather prioritize their work with their existing SNS.
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The results in this section show that the federations have both similar and different
approaches to what their social media affordances are and need to be. These results are
in line with results from Frandsen (2016) study on Danish sports federations’ level of
mediatization in relation to social media use, showing that mediatization is a process that
takes organizations in diverse directions (Frandsen 2016, p. 398). However, the results
in this study show, in contrast to Frandsen (2016) as well as English’s (2021) study, that
all three federations are operating their media in-house and do not outsource these tasks
regardless of their size and resources.

3.2. The Federation’s Uses of Social Media

In this section, results in relation to the federation’s affordances of social media are
discussed by analyzing their uses of social media. This is done by presenting their producer
practices and strategies related to their use of SNS as well as an overview of the content
produced by the federations.

3.2.1. Social Medjia Strategies

All three federations expressed that they were in the middle of producing new com-
munication strategies or improving existing strategies. At the time of the interviews, SBF
was in the final phases of putting a marketing strategy together. Although the marketing
strategy was implemented recently, SBF has an existing communication plan describing
the practical guidelines for the work with SNS. This plan describes which communication
channels the federation uses, different categories of communication (such as decisions re-
lated to competitions, strategic decisions, crisis information, information about educational
programs, etc.), and in what way they should use the different platforms of communication.
Further, the communication plan covers the tone used and the different target groups in
focus for the different platforms of communication.

All four staff members at the Skateboard Association are in some way involved in
communications, and this is generally seen as a strength by the interviewees; it can, how-
ever, also be a challenge. In the excerpts below, Sam describes a situation that accentuated
the need for more structured communication efforts among the four staff members.

Sam: We don’t want to overload our channels, we managed to do that...not last
Friday but the Friday before that. Then it was just like, on our Facebook, I just,
what happened now? There were like six posts on the same day, which meant
that the most important thing that we needed to communicate that day was just
lost and got fewer likes or lost integration, what is it called?

Lovisa: Outreach?

Sam: Yes, it just drowned because there was so much else that came up and then
we had to have a meeting at the office, and just talk about, what happened now?
I want us to post a lot of stuff, but you must have a bit of structure. So, check the
page before you blurt things out. But it’s learning by doing, of course (Interview
with Sam, SSA).

The interviewees at the skateboard federation express a clear need to structure their
work with SNS. They have therefore created a communications plan that, at the time of the
interviews, was almost finalized. This plan includes a description of the different SNS used
by the organization as well as a SWOT analysis of their communication efforts. However,
interviewees from SSA elaborate on the importance of not structuring things too much.
The results reveal hesitance or a slight resistance from SSA to destroy the work that they
are already doing by overstructuring things. Even if they know that they need to better
structure their communication efforts, they seem afraid that this might negatively affect the
things that they do well today.

SEF is the only federation that already had a communication plan, including strategies
for their communication on SNS, up and running. They were at the time of the interviews
in the process of updating and improving the communication strategy. The document
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includes a social media strategy, working as guidance on the frequency of posts on different
platforms, guidelines on at what time it makes sense to publish on different platforms,
etc. The interviewees argue that it is indeed helpful to have this document as support,
specifically when a crisis hits them. The interviewees also acknowledge the need for updat-
ing the document frequently, as the algorithms for the different SNS change continuously,
which influences the effects of, for example, at what time during the day posts get the most
outreach. Interestingly, it is only interviewees from SEF who refer to what SNS affords
them, in terms of technical possibilities and obstacles. Further, the interviewees at SEF
express that it is important for them to have a continuous dialogue regarding content for
their platforms; they have daily calls regarding the production and publication of content
for their SNS.

3.2.2. Content Produced by the Federations

To further investigate the federations’ uses of social media, data on the content pro-
duced by the federations were collected and analyzed. The digital ethnography revealed
10 categories of content most frequently posted by the federations on SNS. In Table 4 below,
the categories are presented together with a short example of what type of content this
category contains.

Table 4. Categories of content on the federations” SNS.

Category Example

Posts containing information to associations and updates

1: Support to associations L
upp 1att from associations
- Posts related to competitions, such as news and updates on
2: Competition . -
results and information about rules
3: Elite sports Posts related to elite sports and elite athletes
4: Games and activites Posts introducing online activities or games, such as quizzes

Posts introducing individual influencers and profiles, such as
athletes or profiles connected to the federation

a1

. Influencers and profiles

Posts raising knowledge in relation to the federation or the
sport in general

o

Knowledge exchange

7. Media Posts forwarding content from other media channels

Posts containing official information and/or news from the
federation

[0}

. News and updates

Posts containing information on noncompetitive initiatives
and projects

Nel

. Social initiatives and projects

Posts containing information and updates from sponsors and

10. Collaboration and sponsors
partners

Figures 2—4 below present results on the frequency of the categorized content produced
and published on the federations’ SNS, divided by federation. The SNS posts collected
through the digital ethnography were analyzed and coded according to the categories; one
post can contain numerous categories. Therefore, the figures below represent an overview
of the most frequent categories observed.
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Support to associations
42%

Collaboration & sponsors §
25% Competition

138%

Social initiatives & projects
67%

Elite sports
17.7%

News & updates
24.4%

Games & activities

Media
8.5%

Influencers & profiles

Knowledge exchange

Figure 2. Content of the Swedish Basketball Federation.

Competition

Support to associations
3.7% 8.6%

Collaboration & sponsors

Social initiatives & projects
3.7%

Elite sports
20.2%

News & updates

Influencers & profiles
12.9%

6.7%

Knowledge exchange

Figure 3. Content of the Swedish Equestrian Federation.

Games & activities
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Collaboration & sponsors
16%

Competition
31%  Elitesports

Games & activities
Support to associations

Influencers & profiles

Knowledge exchange

Social initiatives & projects

News & updates
10.9%

Figure 4. Content of the Swedish Basketball Association.

A comparison of the results presented above reveals that the Basketball and Equestrian
federations publish a high number of posts on SNS relating to competition, elite sports,
news and updates, and influencers and profiles, whereas the Skateboard Association

focuses on social initiatives and project as well as support to associations.

3.2.3. Tone and Language

The equestrian federation is the only organization that expresses that they have a strict
policy stating that they solely communicate from the official channels of the federation. It
is stated in their strategy that the staff members, in their professional role, never should
engage in discussions in external groups or forums on SNS. Another policy is that staff
members never sign a social media post with their own name. This is to protect the staff
members from being criticized or assaulted. In the excerpts below, Lisa raises that there
have been incidents where staff members have been assaulted by people on social media:

Lisa: For example, we have a strategy around never answering with a name, for
our employees, we get quite a lot of angry comments like that, it’s a bit unpleasant.
There have been a few trolls throughout the years who have targeted individual
employees. So, it’s probably mostly to avoid that kind of harassment and stuff,
this is where we need our policies.

Lovisa: I'm a bit curious, why do you have this strategy, of never answering with
your names?

Lisa: In general, Facebook has probably succeeded better, I don’t really know
this, but I feel it that way because we notice a significant difference in how they
clean, very rough words and such. Because people get very angry. It could, for
example, be about changing a rule, or moving a competition, it can be things
like that where people want to reach individuals and decision-makers (at the
federation, authors remark). It can be harsh words too, now maybe it’s not so
much towards individuals right now, at the moment it’s more that we are stupid
in general. Haha.

Sometimes if it’s a spokesperson or our sports director for example, then, of
course, it can happen that they go after individual employees, and we’d rather
not have that of course. We are happy to respond to it collectively and sometimes
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the power of a chairman’s words or something is needed, but we do not want to
put individuals in vulnerable positions (Interview with Lisa, SEF).

Evidently, the tone can be quite harsh on the Equestrian Federations” SNS; therefore,
the organization has implemented strategies to protect individual employees from being
put in positions where they might be criticized or even harassed. This challenge could create
a barrier between the organization and its followers. However, the interviewees attest that
SNS are important to building relationships and creating a bond between the federation
and its audiences. In fact, one of the interviewees raises the tonality in their communication
on SNS as a success factor, and the explosive force in the equestrian community seems to
be a strength as much as a threat.

Tonality is also something that is important in the Skateboard Federations” work with
SNS, which aims to develop a tone, language, and image that feel natural and communicates
who they are and what they do. SSA see a need to translate the language and tone from
a bureaucratic tone in the messages from, for example, the Sports Confederation to a
language that speaks more directly to their member and audiences:

Sam: ... it’s a very important role that we need to translate the sports confedera-
tion’s words into words that are relevant and can be received by the associations
and practitioners. In some cases, we may not always use the term sport, it is
important that we replace it with skateboarding. There must not be too many
complicated bureaucratic words going on. The text needs to be ... for example,
when we communicate with municipalities we use a certain language, it is impor-
tant that we can speak their language too but when we talk to the associations, we
say the same thing but translated ... it’s not like they don’t understand anything
of what we say. It’s not like that, it’s more about the fact that certain words may
have a negative connotation for some and then we can just replace that word with
something that is more relevant within the scene (the skateboard scene, authors
remark). Then it is received better (Interview with Sam, SSA).

Regarding tone and language, terms such as brand, consumers, fans, storylines, and
coolness factor are used repeatedly by the interviewees from the Basketball Federation. The
language that the two representatives from SBF uses expresses a more commercial tone
than the other two federations.

3.3. The Federation’s Perceptions and Interactions with Their Users

To investigate in what way sport federation’s perceive and interact with their social
media audiences, the interviewees were asked who they see as their target groups and in
what way they communicate with these groups through their SNS.

3.3.1. Target Groups

The Basketball Federation’s primary target groups are people who already are active
in basketball such as practitioners, participants, leaders, and coaches; in sum, persons
who need to be reached by practical information linked to the operations of the federation.
External target groups such as basketball consumers, fans, and the general public with
an interest in basketball are expressed as the secondary target groups. It is, however,
expressed by Marc that the federation works on adapting the content on SNS to appeal to
this secondary target group to a greater extent:

Marc: ... Regarding social media, it is a combination of these target groups, but
we try to adapt the content on social media to appeal to the external target group
to a greater extent. So that we reach those who are not yet very into basketball.
So,  would probably sum it up that the strategy is to start from those of us who
already are important target groups in basketball in Sweden, but we also try to
attract target groups outside who can be seen as future basketball consumers
(Interview with Marc, SBF).
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Like the Basketball Federation, the Equestrian Federation also aims to reach out to a
broad target group by communicating through SNS even if they prioritize their members
and practitioners. However, in contrast to SBF, they express that they do not make any
difference between members and nonmembers in their communication efforts:

Lisa: ... when we think of social media channels, we don’t make such a big
difference between members and non-members. We want more members, and
we want more people to be interested in our federation, and the organized
equestrian sport. So, we think we should be as generous and open as we can.

Lovisa: Okay, I have a follow-up question, could you please rank these target
groups?

Lisa: Oh yes..the associations. It’s the associations, those who are elected repre-
sentatives in the associations, and those who are involved and run them, they
are of course most important to us. But it really is very different over time,
what stakeholders in society are most relevant. But traditionally we work via
the associations, and then their members, first the organization and then the
individual member. Then we have, media, media is quite prioritized (Interview
with Lisa, SEF).

Equestrian sport is the second largest youth sport in Sweden and SEF is, according to
the interviewees, determined to reach out to a broad target group through ICTs and sees
a big potential in this. However, the interviews reveal that a lack of time and recourses
stands in the way of being present on platforms where they know that the younger target
groups interact.

Just like the other two federations, SSA prioritize their already-existing target groups
and emphasize that it is important to acknowledge members and practitioners. However,
they admit that they have gotten comments from members of their main target group, that
they feel a bit neglected as the federation has focused a lot on communicating pictures and
videos portraying a more diverse group of skateboarders:

Sam: We work very much on gender equality and inclusion in the skateboard
federation. However, the typical skateboard practitioner is white, young- or
middle-aged men, at least in Sweden, so we work a lot on bringing awareness
that we welcome everyone and that we want to have fifty-fifty girls and boys. We
want to promote a diversity of skateboarders because it’s still a very “white sport”,
we know that ... we're at least aware of it. Something that is very interesting
is that we’ve gotten some input from a few of the “middle-aged white men”
that they don’t really feel included as we mainly focus on female- and LGBTQ
practitioners in our communication for example in our social media channels
(Interview with Sam, SSA).

As expressed in the excerpts above, members of a certain group of skateboard practi-
tioners have raised that they do not always feel included in the image that SSA communi-
cates through their SNS.

3.3.2. Opportunities with SNS

To further analyze in what way the federations are working with SNS and how
they shape their social media affordances, the interviewees were asked to elaborate on
their thoughts on their future work with SNS and to identify opportunities related to
communication through social media. In this quote, Marc elaborates on the role of SNS in
the future and SBF’s ambition related to communication through SNS:

Marc: Basketball In the future as I'see it ... If our ambition is to build basketball
partly through connecting sports to fashion, music, and all that ... if we want
to succeed in that then social media will be crucial to get where we want to go.
We want basketball to stand for more than just the sporting aspect and more
seen as a cool and societal phenomenon ... a force. We will be able to do that



Journal. Media 2023, 4

704

much better by using social media ... So that’s where we see a lot of potential.
It’s connected to the fact that we see our sport as a brand that includes more
than just the games and the players. It's a brand connected to what they do
off the arena and connected to general things. Basketball promotes integration,
equality, and inclusion. Tearing down walls in society is what we stand for. This
can be communicated in a completely different way through social media than
we would otherwise would’ve been able to and that is fantastic (Interview with
Marc, SBF).

Again, the basketball federation sees social media engagements as a great opportunity
to develop and ultimately expand the brand Swedish Basketball with more attributes than
“just” the sport itself. They see social media as a great resource to make basketball into an
exciting and cool societal phenomenon. This will be done by connecting the sport with
fashion and music and to show that the brand Swedish Basketball is so much more than
only what happens in the arena or what the players do. Further, the interviewees highlight
the strength of basketball as an inclusive and equal sport that can tear down walls in society
and that social media is a great resource to communicate these strengths.

For the Skateboard Association, learning by doing is a term that is used several times
to express the need to develop their communication efforts without overstructuring things.
Meeting their audiences at their level without being “too populistic”, as Jessie expresses
it in one of the interviews, is also important for the federation. The democratic aspect of
allowing people to interact at the same level is an important aspect of social media. Again,
the interviewees from SSA express the potential in using social media as a tool to interact
at the same level as their audience and the democratic aspects of being able to say what
you think and spread information. In the excerpts above, Sam also raises the benefits for
organizations to host digital meetings such as the general assembly to allow more people
to join and have a say. Throughout the interviews, SSA show that they are imagining the
affordances of their SNS to be tools to create spaces where they can create a more equal and
democratic space for them to interact with their audiences.

For SEF, accessibility is once again raised as being a great opportunity with strategic
communication through social media. SNS are raised as great platforms to reach out
with important yet accessible information. Another aspect raised as a success factor in
the federation’s work with SNS is the love for the horse. The interviewees mean that, in
comparison to other federations, SEF can use the common love for horses to build bonds
with their users through SNS.

The results in this section show that the three federations have quite a similar view
on who their target groups are, but the results show that they have different strategies on
how to approach these groups. SBF is working to adjust their communication towards
potential new basketball consumers, SEF does not make any difference between members
and non-members, and SSA prioritizes minority groups.

4. Concluding Discussion

With the background that communication through social media is a major concern
among national sports federations, the use and effects of digital media vary widely across
these types of organizations (Frandsen 2016), together with knowledge that the pressure to
adapt to the media logic by communicating with their audiences through social media is
increasing for sports organizations that historically have been marginalized from traditional
media (Nolleke and Birkner 2019). I argue that increased in-depth knowledge on how sport
federations shape their social media affordances to build relationships with their audiences
will develop the understanding and ongoing discussion on the effects of social media
in organized sports. The aim of the current study was therefore to investigate in what
way national sports federations shape their social media affordances to interact with their
audiences through social media to further develop the understanding on organizational
mediatization among national sport federations.
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With regard to the first research question, What are the incentives for sport federations to
use social media? previous research shows that there has been an attitude change among
Danish sports federations concerning the needs of daily communication efforts, regardless
of the sport. Previously, only the more professionalized federations such as the football fed-
eration have had a communication manager, whereas the smaller and less-professionalized
federations relied on traditional media to spread information and news about their activities.
Today, communication is regarded as highly relevant and necessary for all Danish sport fed-
erations (Frandsen 2016). However, the need and pressure on smaller federations to scale
up their communication efforts is connected with the growing field of media landscape, is
demanding, and may create a “digital-divide” among organizations (Hutchins and Rowe
2012; Frandsen 2016). It is highly interesting to compare Swedish sports federations with
Danish as the Scandinavian sports model, with its roots embedded in amateur ideology
and ideals on democratic fostering (Peterson 2008) having a similar and unique history
and approach. Similarly, to the federations in Frandsen (2016) study, the federations in the
present study all are attesting to the importance of using social media to communicate with
their audiences, and they are all prioritizing an increased structure of their work with SNS.
However, instead of outsourcing their communication efforts (cf. Frandsen 2016), they see
social media communications as an important in-house task. This is in line with previous
research showing that sport organizations are mediatized in their way of using SNS to
communicate to different audiences instead of relying on journalists (cf. Frandsen 2016;
Birkner and Nolleke 2016; Nolleke and Birkner 2019; English 2022).

The general aim of the federation’s communication through social media is to reach
out to and build relationships with their existing members and practitioners. There are,
however, secondary aims revealed in the results showing differences between the three
federations studied in this article. For the Equestrian Federation, it is highly important to,
through their communication efforts on SNS, reflect a stable and trustworthy base offering
information and updates that can benefit their followers in their equestrian interests. The
Skateboard Association wishes to accentuate the spontaneous and democratic aspects and
nature of the sport through their SNS communication, whereas the Basketball Federation
wishes to utilize their strategic communication through SNS to strengthen the brand
Swedish Basketball.

These results show that background, traditions, and recourses play a certain role
when the federations shape social media affordances. Thus, it is of importance to create
an understanding of sport federations’ background and traditions to further understand
their mediatization. The Equestrian Federation and the Basketball Federation have more
resources to allocate for communication and social media engagements as they are larger
organizations. In other words, the strategic communications in these organizations are
professionalized to a higher degree than in the Skateboard Association. Even so, the largest
federation in terms of members, practitioners, and staff, namely, the Equestrian Federation,
sees recourses as the largest barrier standing in their way to develop their social media
engagements by, for example, opening accounts on new platforms such as TikTok. The
interviewees stress that it is more important for the Equestrian Federation to be a reliable
source of information and knowledge on their existing platforms than using recourses to
develop new SNS. On the one hand, they stress that they do not have enough recourses to
develop new social media accounts and platforms even if they wish to do so. On the other
hand, they mean that it is a strategic decision to use existing resources to operate existing
platforms and assure their quality. These results can be explained by the traditional nature
of equestrianism. Stable cultures are, to some extent, defined by a military heritage and
institutionalized governance structures leading to slow development pathways (Thorell
and Hedenborg 2015).

The Skateboard Federation, which is the smallest organization, sees structure as the
most important development area in relation to their work with communication. However,
it is important for this organization to not fall into patterns and pathways set out by
more traditional sports, and they aim to build relationships with their audiences defined



Journal. Media 2023, 4

706

by community and democracy. These results can be explained by the background of
skateboarding as a self-organized lifestyle sport defined by urban subcultures. Previous
research shows that skateboarders use SNS to learn, perform, and discuss their authentic
identities resulting in the maintenance of boundaries for authentic behavior (Buckingham
2009; Woermann 2012; Dupont 2020). For the Basketball Federation, the most important
area in regards to developing the communication through social media is to strengthen the
brand Swedish Basketball and to show that it is more than “a sport”. These results can be
related to the commercial focus of the federations’ strategies and practices, which further
can be explained by the mediatized and commercial nature of the federations’ role model,
NBA (cf. Secular 2019).

The study on Danish sports federations shows that communication still is treated
as a low priority support function in terms of structure and allocated recourses in many
federations. In regards to organizational change and level of mediatization, Frandsen (2016)
argues that a clear and implementable communication strategy is a relevant marker for
where in this process an organization stands. Among the Danish sports federations, a vast
majority of the larger organizations were, at the time of the study, already in possession
of a communication strategy, whereas only 24% of the smaller federations felt the need or
had recourses to create and implement this type of strategy (Frandsen 2016). Interestingly,
all three federations in this study attested to being in the process of developing a new
(Skateboard and Basketball), or updating the existing, communication strategy. Thus,
regardless of the size and professionalization of the federation, strategic communication
seems to have developed in comparison to the study conducted by Frandsen in 2016. To
further investigate sport federations, I argue that it is necessary to further investigate
what the work on SNS means for the federations. Therefore, the federations’ creation and
affordance of their social media accounts are focused by analyzing the federations’ use
of social media. By investigating the federations’ communication strategies, the content
produced by the federations and the tone and language used on SNS by the federations, the
second research question: In what way do sport federations shape their social media affordances
through their strategic work with communication on social media? is investigated.

Results reveal that the Equestrian Federation has afforded an environment on SNS
defined by wvisibility. Since the very beginning, they have been cautious towards letting
their audience co-create content with them through SNS, meaning that their affordances
are shaped in a way that do not fully accommodate their audience to be involved, which
ultimately has led to a relationship between audience (i.e., followers) and federation partly
defined by suspicion. The Skateboard Association, which has afforded an environment on
SNS defined by association, is fully focused on co-creating content and democratic ways
to interact, but with whom? They have a clear imagination of their users and afford an
environment thereafter. However, this imagination does not seem to match their actual
users and the question is if they can reach their goals and aims if they do not include their
actual users to an increased extent. Finally, The Basketball Federation, which has afforded
an environment on SNS defined by visibility, has a clear goal to empower their brand
through SNS and to engage more people in basketball. Their imagined users (i.e., fans) are
young people interested in what is going on both inside and outside of the basketball arena
and ready to consume fashion, music, and other trends related to basketball.

To further investigate in what way sport federations shape their social media affor-
dances, the interactions between the federations and their audiences were focused through
the third and final research question: How do sports federations perceive- and interact with their
social media audiences? The results reveal that, for the Skateboard Association, it is highly
important to build a sense of community and intimacy where everyone who is interested in
skateboarding can express themselves freely through the federation’s SNS. The Skateboard
Association imagines their users as fellows, who co-create content together with the federa-
tion. It is however questionable who they really are communicating to. The interviewees
attest that they have gotten comments from members of their main target group who do
not always feel included in the federation’s communication efforts. The results reveal that
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the Skateboard Association is prioritizing a more diverse group of skateboarders in their
communication efforts.

In contrast to the Skateboard Association, the Equestrian Federation chooses to be very
formal in their communication through their channels. They see their audiences as followers
who benefit from consuming the messages and knowledge presented by the federation
through social media. This seems to be grounded in a suspiciousness from what happens
when individuals do not agree with the content communicated by the federation. Thus,
even if the Equestrian Federation wishes to be the stable and trustful source of information
and knowledge, their relationship with their users does not always seem to be built on
mutual trust. Finally, the Basketball Federation imagines their audiences as consumers
and fans to a greater extent than the other federations. With NBA and FIBA as role models,
their goal is to recruit more basketball fans by reaching out with highlights and focusing on
the coolness factor surrounding basketball and the culture around the sport. It is however
questionable whether the Basketball Federation engages their existing audiences such as
members and practitioners with this approach.

To conclude, the analysis in this study has focused on in what way sport federations
shape social media affordances (cf. Ronzhyn et al. 2022; Shaw 2017; Treem and Leonardi 2013),
as well as in what way they imagine social media uses and users (cf. Nagy and Neff 2015).
The present study shows that the federations’ imagination of who their users are, what
they would like to see, and how these users act and react defines their affordances. Further,
the results reveal that the three federations have differing approaches to in what way they
imagine their users as well as what their incentives are for using social media.

To create an understanding of in what way the mediatization of sports federations
mold long-term changes for these organizations (cf. Lundby 2014; Frandsen 2016), an
increased understanding on the federations’ (imagined) social media affordances in relation
to their (imagined) users is crucial. In other words, the level of mediatization in the different
organizations is not the focal point. It is the organizations’ choices and practices to shape
their mediatized environments to build relationships with their audiences that form the
central part of this study. Thus, it is of importance to look beyond the overarching theory
of mediatization to understand how sport organizations, such as national sport federations,
can develop through social media engagements. To learn how ongoing mediations mold
long-term changes for sport federations, it is of importance to look beyond mediatization
and learn more about their current structure and operations, their history, and traditions,
as well as their view of their users.

5. Research Limitation and Future Research Directions

A limitation with the present study is that a limited number of sports federations has
been investigated. For future research projects on sports federations’ strategical communi-
cations through SNS, it would be interesting to include a higher number of organizations.
Further, it would be interesting to expand the comparison between sport federations in
different countries and contexts. It could also be argued that another limitation with the
present study is that the analysis relies to a high extent on the actors” own views of their
strategical work with SNS. Although strengthened by the data collected through digital
ethnography, the interviewees’ voices have a clear focus and heavy weight in this article.
However, given the interviewees voices, a high level of space and agency is a conscious and
important decision to fulfill the aim of this study and at the same time keeping a conscious
ethical approach.
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The study analyzes and explains the impact of social media influencers on stable cultures
in Sweden and Norway, contributing to the understanding of the complex relationship
between equestrian sports and social media—a relationship that is important for the
welfare of horses. Since equestrianism is one of the most popular sports in Sweden and
Norway, influencers’ social media communication greatly impacts followers’ perception
of the human-animal relationship. Despite the popularity of equestrian sports, studies
thereof are rare, and research combining equestrian sports and social media is aimost
non-existent, making this study important and relevant. The analysis focuses on the six
biggest equestrian influencers in Sweden and Norway and their social media accounts.
Goffman’s (1967) micro-sociological perspectives, alongside previous research on social
media, are used to discuss knowledge exchange, co-creation of authenticity and intimacy
and sponsorship and advertisement. The influencers mainly focus their communication
on horse-related issues, and their (and their followers) love of horses create the intimacy
needed as a base for other messages (perceived knowledge and advertisement). The
intimacy and authenticity are strengthened in the interaction between followers and
influencers, and the latter receive positive feedback for their way of handling their
horses’ lives. The expressive order of stable culture(s) is seldom questioned and the
acceptance of this order is likely to make the commercial endorsements less visible and
more convincing.

Keywords: equestrian sports, social media, knowledge exchange, authencity, intimacy

INTRODUCTION

Social media has changed communication dramatically; today, anyone can share anything at any
time outside the gatekeeping function of traditional media and with the help of new, relatively
cheap, technologies (cf. Bruce, 2016). In recent years, the influence of social media on the
dissemination and quality of knowledge has become increasingly evident. With relevance for
human well-being, this is exemplified by unscientific claims that the triple vaccination of children
causes autism; claims that are widespread on the Internet and have had an adverse impact
on vaccination rates (cf. Wang et al.,, 2019). Another example is misleading information about
fluoridation (Wang et al., 2019). A third example is discussions about head lice in an online
parenting community. Hine (2014) observed that scientific knowledge was often referenced, but
not privileged above personal experience, and was sometimes seen as less credible than the latter.
The development challenges traditional sources of knowledge and raises questions about how
knowledge should be interpreted and valued.
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This article aims to explore how social media influencers
within equestrian sport perform and communicate with their
followers in order to discover how ideas and perceived knowledge
are formed and transferred in the sport. The study contributes
to the understanding of the complex relationship between
equestrian sports and social media—a relationship that is
important for the welfare of horses. The concept of the influencer
usually centers on what an influencer does. In this article
we adhere to a more precise definition presented by Abidin
(2015) who emphasizes that social media influencers accumulate
followers on blogs and social media, presenting their everyday
lives in text and pictures promoting products and services
through advertorials (cf. Poyry et al., 2019). Social media shapes
our consuming behavior, not least through the actions of
social media influencers. Stubb and Colliander (2019) note that
influencers play an important role in consumption processes, as
purchasing decisions are affected by the actions of others in our
circle of acquaintances. Many people perceive themselves to have
a close relationship with influencers, and are thus more likely be
swayed by influencer marketing than by traditional advertising.
Most often, influencer marketing is not perceived as advertising,
but as recommendations from a friend (Stubb and Colliander,
2019).

We focus on equestrian influencers in Sweden and Norway.
Equestrian sport is one of the most popular sports among
Swedish and Norwegian girls and women. In Sweden,
approximately half a million people ride regularly and
151,000 are members of the Swedish Equestrian federation
in a population of 10 million. The federation encompasses ~900
associations, around half of which are riding schools. Riding is
the third largest children’s and youth sport, and the biggest para-
sport (https://www.ridsport.se/Omoss/Statistik). In Norway, the
Norwegian Equestrian Federation (NRYF) is the 13th largest
sports federation with 30,000 active members in 340 registered
clubs. Some clubs offer riding school activities, but most of the
riding schools are not organized in NRYF. According to a survey
conducted in 2014, clubs organized in NRYF only owned 16%
(n = 220) of the riding schools, while the vast majority (73%)
were privately owned, and 10% were owned by municipalities
(Hatlevoll, 2014).

The interest in horse riding is not only evinced by the number
of members in the two countries’ equestrian federations, but also
by social media activity. Numerous blogs as well as accounts
on Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat are devoted to horses and
horsey people. Previous research shows that riders use social
media for discussing, and arguing, about how best to take care of
horses—not least since traditional media covers equestrian sports
considerably less than major team sports such as football and
ice-hockey (Dashper, 2017).

Despite the popularity of equestrian sports and the growing
number of social media accounts connected to equestrian sports,
research on the content of these accounts is scarce. However, a
new study on perceptions of social media content demonstrates
that young riders negotiate and contest their equestrian identities
in relation to what their role models (i.e., influencers) post on
social media (Broms et al., 2020). They express a problematic
relationship to perfection—it is both admired and questioned

in relation to what is seen as an authentic stable culture
Hence, a study of equestrian social media influencers and their
communication is important. Social media influencers are likely
to impact followers’ perception of the human-animal relationship
as well as consuming behavior and can therefore affect the welfare
of horses. In addition, a study of the social media influencers
contributes to the larger field of social media and sport. Our
research questions concern how influencers perform (i.e., present
themselves and their everyday lives) on social media; what they
communicate on social media; and how they, together with their
followers, shape and determine what is and is not accepted in the
stable culture(s) in cyberspace. Three research questions will be
in focus in this study:

1. How do the equestrian influencers perform on social media?

2. What do the equestrian influencers communicate on
social media?

3. How can the social media communication initiated by the
equestrian influencers be analyzed and understood?

THEORETICAL FRAME

The present study uses a multifaceted theoretical framework
inspired by Erving Goffman’s (1967) concepts face, face-work,
line, and expressive order, which Goffman identifies as main
elements of a meeting. They constitute essential aspects of the
interaction ritual and form the basis for social interaction. Face-
work and line determine the atmosphere and the role that the
interlocutors play in each given meeting. Face can be defined
as the positive social value a person claims for themselves. To
maintain the face, individuals participate in an interaction ritual
process called face-work. Face-work can be explained as how an
individual presents themselves to others in order to influence
the interaction while evaluating the situation and performance
of all participants over time. Line is the presentation of the self
that others perceive, such as spoken language, gestures, and facial
expressions (Goffman, 1967).

The fourth concept, expressive order, is related to what is
allowed and the rules for the game plan in which communication
takes place. In other words, people implicitly agree on what
expressive order prevails (Goffman, 1967). People are constantly
attentive of the expressive order and if someone breaks it a
correction process occurs. That is, when a person has done
something that results in a “wrong face” or “lost face” in a way
that cannot be ignored, this must be corrected if meaningful
communication is to be maintained. The rules of the game must
be reset for the expressive order to apply again (Goffman, 1967).

Goffman’s theories and concepts were developed long before
social media existed but have nevertheless been of great
importance for media research, and have proven fruitful for
analyzing the new media landscape. Many contemporary media
researchers, not least those who explore social media, are inspired
by Goffman’s ideas about social interaction, face-work, line, and
expressive order and suggest that a study of online activities
can “...offer opportunities to contribute to further developing
the Goffman framework” (Bullingham and Vasconcelos, 2013,
p. 110).
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The study is inspired by media theory and how media
research explain the development of media celebrities. As early
as 1956, Horton and Wohl (1956) coined the term “parasocial
relationships” to describe how TV and radio celebrities developed
a one-sided interpersonal relationship with viewers and listeners
to create an illusion of intimacy and friendship. Through
small talk with listeners or viewers, direct accusations, close-
ups, and sound control, a more intimate relationship was
created with media consumers, who were thus more likely
to continue following specific media productions. As a result,
viewers perceived celebrities as real friends with whom they
had close relationships. This relationship was not reciprocal;
all communication and content were unidirectionally issued
from the media houses to the listeners and viewers, who had
no opportunity to respond personally or interact with the
celebrities (Horton and Wohl, 1956; Forslid et al., 2017). The
new digitalized media landscape has opened the possibility for
two-way communication. While formerly celebrities remained
separate and kept a distance from their fans, influencers build
their popularity and self-branding on closeness and interactivity
with their followers, gaining trust by responding to them.
Thereby, followers feel a strong sense of closeness and an
experience of friendship with the influencers (Senft, 2008; Abidin,
2018). According to Hirdman, people who are active on social
media easily create emotional bonds of closeness and intimacy
with social media celebrities, in other words, with people they do
not know and have never met. These relationships can sometimes
be experienced as stronger and deeper than those they have with
people in their immediate environment (Hirdman, 2018).

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Social Media

Definitions, interpretations, and understandings of social media
have been discussed and changed over the past 20 years.
Papacharissi (2015) claims that social media is a dynamic and
context-specific term and that

...our understanding of social media is temporally, spatially,
and technologically sensitive—informed but not restricted by
the definitions, practices and materialities of a single time
period or locale. How we have defined social media in societies
has changed and will continue to change (Papacharissi,
2015. p. 1).

Researchers have used overlapping concepts for social media,
SNS (Social Network Sites), and OSN (Online Social Networks).
The concept SNS was dominant in the period 2003-2008 and
OSN between 2009 and 2014 whereas social media has been the
most frequently used overall term (McCay-Peet and Quan-Haase,
2017). Sloan and Quan-Haase indicate three characteristics of
social media based on a synthesis of the participating researchers’
definitions thereof. Social media. ..

“...Have the capability to support user-generated content in
forms such as images, text, videos, and statuses...”

“...Provide a means for users to connect with one another...”
“...Support various means for members to engage with one
another in the form of collaboration, community building,

participation, sharing, linking, and other means...” (Sloan
and Quan-Haase, 2017, p. 5).

In this study, social media will be used as an overarching concept
encompassing the various media platforms studied, all of which
fit the definition suggested by Sloan and Quan-Haase (2017).

Sport and social media have developed in symbiosis as a result
of technological developments. The new media landscape creates
new sports such as e-sports and exergames, and new ways of
communicating and interacting through and about sport such
as self-tracking and digital fan communities. Previous research
has demonstrated the importance of studying the political and
economic impacts of social media on sport, including the new
roles of media producers and the diversification of production,
changes in consumption as an effect of social media, and the
effect of social media on gender roles in sport (Billings and
Hardin, 2016; Ross and Rivers, 2020). Media research has given
considerably greater attention to some sports and events than
others: for instance, there is a substantial body of research on
football and the Olympic Games. However, the effects of the
new media landscape must be studied in relation to a variety of
sports, as different sports may exhibit differing patterns of online
participation. A study of media representations of equestrian
sports in the mid-20th century showed that female riders were
presented as real athletes far earlier than women competing
in many other sports (Hedenborg, 2009). Hence, a study of
different sports and their relation to social media contributes
to new ways of thinking, interpreting, and understanding
the development.

So far, research on social media and equestrian sports is scarce.
Dashper (2017) has analyzed the content of blogs by English
hobby and elite riders. Inspired by auto-ethnography, she reflects
on how she herself disregarded her veterinarian’s advice and
Googled to find information when her horse fell ill. Dashper’s
study shows that Internet forums are important as spaces for
narratives about horse-human relationships and for creating
standards for horse-keeping. Studying Finnish blogs, Schuurman
(2014) shows how relationships between horses and humans
are created in stories where community, meaning, and joy are
combined for both parties. These stories are not necessarily based
on scientific knowledge about how horses act and react. Instead,
they are built on an idea of horses and humans having emotions
in common. Bystrom (2015) analyze how safety is addressed
on 32 Swedish social media platforms (mostly blogs) for leisure
riders. Their study shows that safety is rarely emphasized, and
when it is, it is primarily the safety of the horse. Furthermore,
Bystrom (2015) demonstrate that safety had different meanings
for riders depending on riding style, experience, and ideal image.
Since advice posted online can be more or less reliable, the
authors stress that inexperienced riders should not blindly rely
on it.

The Influencer

In her studies of influencers Abidin (2018) indicates that
traditional media celebrities practice a sense of separation and
distance from their audiences. Microcelebrities, like influencers,
differ from the traditional ones as their popularity is premised
on feelings of connection and interactive responsiveness with
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their audience. They are expected to be “real people” with “real
issues.” In addition, microcelebrities are more strongly obligated
toward their audiences than traditional celebrities, as their fame
is co-constructed through a community of interested viewers
(Abidin, 2018). The influencer economy has a large turnover and
is an increasing monetary power in the media landscape. It is
difficult to compare the turnover of the influencer economy in
different countries as such figures can be presented in different
ways. The Swedish Institute for Advertising and Media Statistics
(IRM) reports that the Internet accounted for 10.9% of total
advertising investments of 81 billion SKR in 2019 (Institutet
for reklam mediestatistik, 2019) According to IRM, the total
advertising investments in Norway amounted to 29.3 billion NKR
in 2019, the Internet accounting for 10.5% (Institutet for reklam
mediestatistik, 2019). This industry has innovated the labor
market as well as how people work (Abidin, 2018). Abidin claims
that influencers generate income in three ways: from advertorials,
which are highly personalized; selling advertising space on their
blogs and social media platforms (each influencer presents
their own rates and package deals); and selling wares, with
some influencers starting their own brands (Abidin, 2018). In
addition, Abidin discusses the shift in the ecology of influencers
from perfect and tasteful images to an amateur-aesthetic and
performative authenticity, a “calibrated amateurism” (Abidin,
2018). In a study of influencer marketing strategies, Audrezet
et al. (2020) elaborate influencer authenticity further and states
that there are two different forms of authenticity strategies:
passionate and transparent authenticity. In the first one,
the influencers are driven and directed by their passions,
interests, and what they believe in, rather than earning money.
These influencers are intrinsically motivated. The passionate
authenticity stands in contrast to transparent authenticity, which
is extrinsically motivated and takes its starting point in a product
or company idea, and highlights the content of the products. The
strategies are described by Audrezet et al. (2020) as four paths:
absolute authenticity (passionate and transparent), fairytale (only
passionate), disembodied authenticity (only transparent), and
fake authenticity (neither passionate nor transparent).

Previous research on sport and influencers is scant, yet
a growing field, not the least in relation to attempts of
measuring impact through for example number of followers.
This has, however, been problematized. In a study of sports
influencers on twitter Lamirdn-Palomares et al. (2020) used
three dimensions to assess influence: activity (number of
tweets and outdegree), authority (retweets and PageRank)
and popularity (number of followers and indegree), and
demonstrated that authority was the most influential dimension
and the accounts with the greatest influence on Twitter turned
out to be those related to organisation of the event and
those of the athletes taking part (Lamirdn-Palomares et al,
2020).

In what way influencers are accepted or not within the
physical culture has been studied too. In a study of social media
influencer labor and the construction of identity in bodybuilding
Wellman identifies tensions between body-builders, trainers and
influencers. The latter see themselves as productive workers and
as important parts of the bodybuilding culture, whereas trainers
and bodybuilders discredit their digital labor (Wellman, 2020).

METHODOLOGY

Influencers’ posts and comments on social media constitute
the main source material for this article. As a complement,
published interviews and books by influencers are used. We
began by identifying Swedish and Norwegian Instagram accounts
of influencers presenting themselves as connected to the equine
sector, with taglines such as “international showjumper” and
“Bridleless dressage, liberty, tricks.” A study of Instagram
accounts was motivated by the fact that this social media platform
is of great importance for today’s influencers (Lee and Eastin,
2020). We subsequently selected the influencers with the highest
number of followers from each country, as a high number of
followers indicates that these influencers reach many people,
which suggests they have a greater impact than others. Three
influencers from each country were selected as there turned out to
be a significant gap in the number of followers between the three
most popular accounts and the subsequent ones. The influencers
we have studied were between 18 and 27 years of age, and include
five women and one man. The number of posts varied between
the influencers and Table 1 shows that Vilde and Katrine posted
the least during the studied period. Since they also have less
followers than the others, we decided to concentrate our analysis
on the four influencers with the highest number of followers.

The number of followers ranged between 8,000 and 364,000.
The equestrian influencers have a high number of online
followers in comparison to traditional press. The largest
newspaper in Sweden, Dagens Nyheter, has 129,000 Instagram
followers' and the leading tabloid, Aftonbladet, has 172,000
followers? on its Instagram account. However, there are Swedish
sports influencers with significantly higher numbers of followers,
such as the football player Zlatan Ibrahimovi¢ with 45.7
million followers.>

This study abides by Norwegian and Swedish legal and
ethical requirements and our data satisfies the policy of research
ethics committees (Beninger, 2017). Yet, there are several ethical
considerations in online research. In relation to personal data,
influencers (and sometimes their followers) are easy to identify.
We have chosen to pseudonymize the influencers (see Table 1),
but are aware that additional data (books, articles, et cetera)
makes it possible for readers to identify their real names. As
we see it, the influencers have chosen to be public and are
aware of (and work with) their public personas. However,
all of the influencers are not equally public, which motivates
our use of pseudonyms. Referring to individual followers is
ethically more problematic, and therefore we have chosen to
omit followers” screen names completely. When the influencers
advertise products, we have chosen to replace the names and
websites of the companies with “xxxx” so as not to increase the
commercial exposure of the brands in question.

The influencers in this study use social media for broadcasting
as well as networking purposes (cf. Larsson and Olsson, 2016).
Apart from Instagram, the studied influencers used YouTube,

Uhttps://www.instagram.com/dagens_nyheter/?hl=sv (Accessed December 10,
2020).

Zhttps://wwwjnstagramAcom/aftonbladet/?hl:sv (Accessed December 10, 2020).
Shttps://www.instagram.com/iamzlatanibrahimovic/?hl=sv (Accessed December
10, 2020).
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TABLE 1 | The six most followed influencers on Instagram in the equine sector in Sweden and Norway.

Pseudonyms Nationality Female/Male Age Number of followers Number of posts on Instagram during Social media
period 1 and 2
Bella Swedish Female 18 364,000 49 and 47 Instagram, Blog, YouTube
Elin Norwegian Female 21 237,000 21and 17 Instagram, YouTube
Fredrik Swedish Male 27 158,000 23 and19 Instagram, YouTube
Rebecca Swedish Female 24 92,800 83 and 63 Instagram, Blog, YouTube, FB
Vilde* Norwegian Female - 36,000 8and 4 Instagram, YouTube
Katrine Norwegian Female 18 8,000 7 and13 Instagram, YouTube

Followed during the period 9/10-9/11 2018 and 1/6-30/6 2019. Presented according to pseudonyms, gender, age, number of followers, number of posts and social media.

“Vilde does not present her age, but seems to be below 20.

Facebook, and blogs. Bella, the most popular influencer in our
selection, used several interlinked platforms to communicate
with her followers. The other platforms were also studied.

This study is performed using a netnographic method (Berg,
2015). The influencers’ posts (writings, pictures, films) and
comments on these posts were read and documented in a
field diary every day for 2 months (2018-10-09-2018-11-09
and 2019-06-01-2019-06-30) using thick description (Geertz,
1973). As equestrian sport is partly an outdoor sport, we
chose to study social media posts from 2 different months
(one in autumn and one in late spring) so as to analyze
whether seasonal activities affected the influencers’ performance.
However, except for the influencers wearing more or less clothes,
the weather, and the horses’ equipment, we found no differences
in the style or content of the influencers’ communication.
Our documentation included motifs of the pictures or videos,
number of likes on a specific post, and the influencer’s posted
captions. In addition, we documented followers comments
(numbers and content). A typical observation of an Instagram
post could be:

Picture: The picture shows a gray horse outside a stable
wearing a saddle and bridle, but no rider is seen (6,959 likes
for this picture).

Caption: Swedish championships

13 comments including “always inspiring”; many good lucks;
good looking breeches; where is your helmet from; cheers; are
you still sponsored by XX.

After documenting the posts, the field diary was entered in
the computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software NVivo.
We read and re-read the material, and performed an abductive
thematic analysis. The above observation rendered notes
such as: equestrian sports on a national level; competition
logic; comments suggesting that the followers like the
influencer/rider; and comments related to consumption. In
other posts, more personal details were shared, e.g., this
Instagram post:

Pictures: The influencer with her boyfriend in several different
poses (6,721 likes for these pictures)

Caption: Is it OK to be jealous? Where is the line? //...// You
have been able to comment on this and now I have the answer
(the influencer refers the followers to her BlogSpot).

8 comments including hearts, “love you,” “goals couple”

The pictures show the influencer and her boyfriend:
young, white, smiling, and wearing fancy clothes. This
post was coded as personal, but we also noted that the
influencer wanted her followers to continue reading
on another platform (we also read the posts on the
other platforms).

After our initial notes, we began coding the material,
endeavoring to remain open to the observations. For the two
examples presented above, we used codes such as “professional
within a competitive sphere,” “asking for advice on what to
buy” (for the first post) and “advice on private life” (for the
second post). Three main themes were subsequently identified:
creating authenticity and intimacy, horse life, and advertisement
and sponsorship.

At this stage in the analysis, the theoretical concepts were
introduced. In the first example, the expressive order of a specific
context is outlined. In relation to the concept line, we interpreted
the post as including a competitive equestrian sports context
which the followers recognize and support. In addition, the
influencer is asked where one buys certain equipment (helmet
and, possibly, breeches); this is connected to commercialization.
In the second example, the couple’s line indicates that they are
heterosexual, happy together, and rich, and as the influencer
refers her followers to a previous discussion about jealousy and
tells them that she has the answers, she presents a face in which
to be trusted in matters related to personal life choices.

FINDINGS

Creating Authenticity and Intimacy

In the following section, face-work, line, and expressive order will
be discussed in relation to the influencers’ online performance.
Bella, the influencer with the highest number of followers in our
study, explicitly communicates on Instagram that she sees herself
as a professional blogger and influencer. She also describes herself
as a “professional showjumper.” The second most influential
influencer in this study, Elin, presents herself differently. She
highlights the names of her horses and that she prefers dressage,
tricks, and liberty dressage. Fredrik, the third most followed
influencer in our selection, describes himself as an “athlete,
indicating that he views his involvement in the equestrian sphere
as professional. Furthermore, Fredrik underlines that he loves his
dog. The love of animals is also found in the fourth most followed
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influencer’s presentation. She writes that she loves horses, but
also connects herself to the professional showjumping context in
describing herself as “jumping from baby heights to 155 cm.”

Bella, Elin, and Fredrik use several different social media
channels and they also present themselves in interviews in
traditional media, books, and on their own social media sites.
Bella connects herself to the influencer sphere more expressively
than the others. She underlines that she is a professional
influencer in her Instagram posts:

“I have to give myself time to review emails and to blog. It IS
my job, and it must be taken care of. It's one of the most fun
things I know” (20190607).

Bella has a long history of being an influencer. She started
blogging at the age of 9, reaching a wider audience by
participating in an equestrian TV show when she was 12 years
old. She has also had her own reality TV show. In addition, she
has published two books about herself geared toward children
between the ages of 12 and 15 (Berntsson, 2014, 2016). In these
books, Bella describes her life, telling the reader that she started
out as a shy, friendless girl with a stutter. She thanks her family
for their support, and tells the reader that it took time for her
to begin to like horse riding and that she began riding at a
riding school, receiving her first pony at the age of 8. The reader
is also introduced to Bella’s horses. She writes that the horses
have become her closest friends together with her followers on
social media. The presentation of Bellas relationship with her
horses is important for her followers™ perception of her and the
formation of trust between her and them. Her face-work creates a
specific kind of authenticity and intimacy as she and her followers
presumably share interests.

Bella writes that it was her idea to start a blog, and that her
parents were hesitant, initially demanding to survey her posts.
Her blog grew quickly and was published on the site of one of
Sweden’s biggest free journals.

“Now I have on average 200,000 readers every week and have
the biggest horse blog in Sweden and the biggest blog for
teenagers in the Nordic countries. I have 400,000 followers
on Instagram, 30,000 followers on Snapchat every day and
a YouTube channel with 80,000 followers and 17,5 million
viewings of my films.” (Berntsson, 2016, p. 14)

Bella tells the reader that she receives countless questions every
day that she tries to answer and wants to be a friend to anybody
who follows her. The blog is described as “...my way to try and
help others...” (Berntsson, 2016, p. 26). At the same time, she
tells the reader that she has been heavily criticized for her style
of writing, being told that she is too sloppy. The book, which is
co-written, is stylistically more formal. Bella problematizes this
fact, stating that on social media she wishes to be quick, and
wants her readers to feel that she writes to them in the manner
of a text-message. She also gives advice in her book, centering on
the idea of standing up for oneself, like Bella feels she has done.
She describes herself as having had to fight to get to where she
is today, and underlines that anyone can succeed—if they work
hard enough.

Bella often addresses private and personal questions with her
followers, whose responses are immediate. While she presents
herself as a horse person, her posts on horses are interspersed
with personal comments and pictures from her more private life,
such as what she had for breakfast or what she did last night with
her boyfriend. A typical observation in the field diary of a Bella
post is:

Picture: Bella and her boyfriend are dressed in fancy clothes.
They are standing on asphalt, in front of a hedge and many
pink flowers. Bella’s boyfriend is standing straight in front of the
camera, Bella is standing in front of him. He is wearing a dark
suit, fine shoes, a champagne-colored tie, a button in the jacket
is buttoned. His hair is fixed to the side. He has one hand in his
pocket and the other on Bella’s lower back. He laughs into the
camera. Bella stands with her left leg in front, has her hand on her
hip with her elbow out and straight back. She has black shoes with
high heels and a champagne-colored-wrapped dress with large
sleeves that end a little above the knees. She is wearing earrings; a
necklace and her hair is in a tuft. She has her face turned toward
the camera and smiles a little crookedly (20190606).

Bella is in constant communication with her followers. She
asks for her followers” opinions and discusses their views with
them. Bella sometimes posts controversial statements about
private life, such as when to wake up in the mornings, how
often anyone should wash their hair, or monogamy. These issues
provoke her followers at times and can be seen as examples of
the followers’ resistance. An example is when Bella posts on her
blog that she finds it offensive when people wake up as late as
10 A.M. on a weekday (20191012). Some of the followers say
that they agree, others respond angrily that she does not know
enough about their lives to generalize in this way. Bella answers
that she has the right to an opinion and underlines that she thinks
that people are lazy if they sleep during the day. “Even if they
don’t have a job they ought to get up and do something;” she
says. She subsequently receives even more comments, pointing
out that some people need to sleep during the day as they work
late at night, and that according to others “night owls” are more
intelligent. Another follower references a person who was bullied
at work and did not feel well. Bella handles this critique by saying
that she thinks it is “soooo boring to post her authentic opinions”
and advices her followers to read more of the blog post than the
heading. Some of her followers agree with her and show pity,
but one responds that Bella will lose one of her followers. At
this time in the communication, Bella has stopped answering and
posts on an equestrian sport issue instead. The communication
about when to get up in the morning can be interpreted as
an example of Bella breaking the expressive order, to speak
with Goffman (1967). It is, however, questionable whether the
followers’ resistance can be seen as part of a correction process
and therefore another interpretation is that the expressive order
is reinforced rather than broken. Bella refuses to get influenced.
She continues to argue in the same way, even when her followers
criticize her. A certain concession—or a reinforcement of her
status as an influencer—may be traced when she encourages them
to read the full post, not just the heading in which she expresses
her disgust. The conflict is resolved in another way than restoring
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face. Some followers threaten to stop following Bella, and she
starts posting about something else.

In other issues related to Bella’s private life, she receives
complete support and constructs intimacy with her followers
through conversations around personal topics. An example of
this is when she asks her followers:

“Have you been through a period of life that has changed you
or your way of feeling?” (20190608)

Her followers are engaged and share their experiences, including
difficult ones. They encourage and support Bella, as epitomized
by a comment from a follower: “you are so tough—that is so
honest.” In addition, Bella’s followers comfort her by confirming
that she has had difficult experiences that have made her tough
and that she is inspiring and brave. The followers give different
advice for what Bella can do to change the situation. One follower
writes: “should you not hire someone to help you out, and not
work yourself to death, even if it’s fun?”.
Bella seeks comfort too:

“I do not want to whine or complain. But it’s tough sometimes.
You need a hug, a pat on the shoulder where someone
randomly says, ‘you are best xx’. There you see how a few
words can change your day.” (20190609).

Again, Bella receives supportive feedback saying she is honest
and a good friend. She does not only seek comfort; she also
gives advice on what is important and how her followers should
handle life:

“I often get the idea of what I myself am impressed by

in the sport. What makes me get goosebumps. Well, its a

development, when I see a development in a crew /... / When

a crew has done that insecure, step-heavy work and stands

there at the top of the podium. They really make me kneel

in admiration.

I like the journey, the crooked journey.

It is hard work, and I am proud of that. Bloggers, influencers

or whatever you are called. I am good at what I do, and there

are hours of drive, determination and passion behind it.

- Find what you are passionate about, girls and boys. Put your
heart there and you will create magic” (20190701).

In these posts Bella, tries to engage her followers to make their
dreams come true, using herself as a role model and presenting
herself as a prosperous influencer who is successful both in her
private life and within the equine sector. Through the creation
of intimacy, Bella presents herself as a “real person” with “real
issues,” in congruence with what Abidin (2018) has indicated as
distinguishing influencers from traditional celebrities.

Bella is not alone in presenting herself thus. The influencer
Elin presents herself as an equestrian blogger, and claims to reach
over 200,000 horse lovers world-wide every day. Just like Bella,
she constructs herself as a real horsey person. She underlines that
horses have been a part of her life since she was 7 years old. When
talking about her life, her narrative appears to parallel with stories
presented in children’s horse books. She says that she first saw her
dream horse at the age of 15:

“..met a young stunning Friesian gelding, seeking my
attention in a field ...”
(Matilde, 2020)

A few weeks later “...the curious black beauty became my own.”
She continues the story, saying that she and her horse grew
close and that they have developed an “unbreakable bond.” As
in many stories in horse books for children, the story of Elin
and her horse is not only a happy one (cf. Hedenborg, 2006).
She tells her readers that she and her horse were “two insecure
souls not sure about what to do about anything.” The narrative is
happily resolved with Elin and the horse learning from each other
and practicing riding “based on equal trust and light signals.”
She presents the frames of another expressive order than the
one presented by Bella. She has another face and line, but the
relationship with horses is central. Elin also communicates that
she is grateful to be able to help others to reach their goals with
their horses and that her

“...goal is to inspire other bloggers to dare walk in another
direction, in order to fulfill their own dreams”

Fredrik has a somewhat different approach than Bella and
Elin, although a horsey authenticity is still central in his self-
presentation. While they present themselves as serious, he jokes
about himself on social media and in interviews, reflecting on
horse life. In an interview from May 2019, he comments on his
own posts on Instagram;

“Yes, @ (Fredrik) always has fun, is always happy with a
twinkle in the eye. In @(Fredrik) world, it is almost always gold
and green forests, says (Fredrik) about his Instagram persona”
(Kentaur magazine, 2019).

There is a hint of irony in FredriK’s remark, suggesting he feels
that the perfection displayed in his posts is not reflective of
his real life. In the same interview, he claims that “the real
Fredrik” is insecure and doubts himself. Like everyone else, he
stresses, he has bad days—he is disappointed when his young
horses do not qualify for competitions, or when he does not
achieve the desired training results. Bullingham and Vasconcelos
highlight that social media participants, although they generally
reproduce their offline selves online, will not show their offline
identity in its entirety. Instead, they choose specific aspects of
their personalities (Bullingham and Vasconcelos, 2013). It is
likely that none of the influencers we have studied show their
whole offline identities. An interesting aspect of Fredrik’s online
self-presentation is that he constructs authenticity by telling his
followers about his failures. In an interview in June 2019, Fredrik
claimed that he has many followers because he allows them to see
his whole identity, including both failures and successes:

A combination of many things! I share my journey; I think
many people find it fun to get to know me and my horses and
follow both success and adversity. I think it is important to share
the whole picture, so it will be interesting and credible (Min Hist,
2019).

Bella, Fredrik, and Elin perform face-work in which a horsey
authenticity is central. Through dialogues and reflections, they
present themselves in a way that allows their followers to feel
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there is intimacy and closeness in their connection. In their
posts, these influencers construct a sense of community and a
common understanding of how life as a (horse)person can and
should be lived. The line consists of successful people. Even when
presenting failures, the influencers show themselves overcoming
these, demonstrating to their followers that they are able to
handle difficult situations. By showing followers (seemingly)
authentic everyday life events, the influencer-follower bond is
strengthened. Within the expressive order of the stable culture,
which includes a horsey authenticity, intimacy, and perfection,
there seem to be few disagreements. The combination of
authenticity and perfection may seem contradictory, yet, the
followers mostly assent to what they see online and do not dispute
the influencers in relation to their lives with horses. However,
Bella sometimes starts discussions, leading to debates around the
expressive order and how she and her followers live their private
lives. In these conversations there is sometimes resistance from
the followers. The correction processes, as described by Goffman,
are more difficult to trace. Bella’s solution to the conflict seems to
be to move on to another issue and for the followers to (threaten
to) leave the influencer. Rebecca does not present herself as an
influencer, nor does she reflect on herself as such. Her facework
is different and more connected to hard work with her horses,
which will be discussed in the next section.

Although our analysis of how the influencers relate to
advertisement and sponsorship will be discussed further below,
we wish to introduce Audrezet et al’s (2020) concepts related
to authenticity and marketing at this juncture, We see Fredrik,
Rebecca, and Elin as examples of absolute authenticity. They
oscillate between being passionate and transparent. Bella’s
case is more complex. Some posts can be interpreted as
representing a passionate authenticity, while others clearly
contain transparent authenticity, but there are also examples of
disembodied authenticity.

Horse Life

The emotional bonds between the influencers of this study and
their followers are strengthened through a shared love for horses.
In this section, focusing on equestrian sports, we will analyze the
influencers’ horse lives and knowledge exchange on horses and
the welfare of horses. Rebecca, Fredrik, and Bella belong to an
equestrian sports culture in which horses are bought and sold,
trained for competition, and cared for when ailing or injured so as
to return to performance. In their posted pictures, the influencers
are often seen riding the horses wearing traditional riding gear:
breeches, boots, helmets, and gloves. The horses wear blankets,
saddles and bridles, and different kinds of leg protectors. Care
of horses is also shown. Horses are brushed, led to the paddock,
and receive different kinds of treatment from experts in the
equine sector.

As described above, Bella presents herself as someone
with long experience of various types of horses, and who
can answer different kinds of questions about horses. She
expresses her equestrian identity through content related to
horse experiences—for instance, what she did in the stable
this morning, descriptions of horses and how they are cared

for, how a training session went, and what happened during
a competition.

Picture: Bella dressed in competition gear in a show-
jumping ring.

19,128 likes

Caption: Fucking hell 'm sharp as a rider here. After being
hit many times, and with a heavy backpack and success drawn
from under my feet 'm going to be as good again. ...

43 comments relating to questions on how to build self-
confidence.

(20181106 Instagram)

Aside from asking her for advice on how to build confidence,
Bella’s followers support her. They tell her that she is great and
that she inspires them, asking her for exercises that they can
perform with their horses. Bella gives advice on how to take care
of horses in her books as well as on social media. In addition,
she discusses the difficulties of being a professional equestrian in
relation to buying and selling horses:

Picture: A horse and rider jumping over an obstacle in a
competition. Audience in the background.

7721 likes

Caption: Everything in life was balanced with you included!
Miss u every day.

43 comments, including questions on why Bella sold the horse.
(20181015 Instagram)

A discussion of why horses are sold or not arose between Bella
and her followers in the comments. One follower asks: “Why
did you sell XX (horse’s name) if you miss her so much?” Bella
answers: “Please post a respectful question; as a wise person once
told me, to miss someone is a nice sign that somebody is close to
you—everything has its time.” Another follower asks: “Can’t you
buy her back? I would if I missed my horse so much!”

Bella answers: “That is not how it works. These kinds
of questions tire me out.” This discussion shows a potential
conflict between what is seen as “real” vs. inauthentic love of
horses. Bella’s authority and love of horses is questioned by
the followers. It seems as though she has crossed the threshold
of what is accepted within the expressive order of the stable
culture. However, the correction process is fast. In correcting
the followers, Bella attempts to restore her authority by saying
that this [i.e., buying back a previously owned horse based on
personal sentiment] is not how it works—implicitly referencing
a professional equestrian context. This can also be seen as
an example of a restoration of her authenticity. It seems as
though her passion is questioned—to speak with Audrezet
et al. (2020), she is perhaps even seen as someone with a
disembodied authenticity.

The influencer Rebecca has the highest number of posts on
Instagram in this study and receives numerous questions about
the horses’ well-being and how to perform better as a rider. On
her Instagram account, Rebecca publishes several similar posts
every day describing her horse life. A typical post from Rebecca
includes a horse outside a stable, equipped with a saddle and
bridle and waiting to be ridden. The rider (most likely Rebecca)
has stepped back from the horse to take a picture. The caption
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presents the horse’s name and the kind of work that is planned
for the ride.

“XX (the horse’s name) first out this morning. Just flatwork
today” (20190601)

Rebecca also posts videos, most of which show her working
with the horses—very often jumping inside a riding hall.
Comments from followers include questions such as: what
to do when the horse has back pain, why she does specific
exercises and what their function is, how tightly to adjust
the reins under the horse’s chin, how often she jumps high
obstacles, how she trains balance with the horse, and how
best to strengthen the horse’s canter. The questions center on
how the followers can improve as riders and how best to take
care of one’s horse. Rebecca also has a blog hosted by one of
the major equestrian magazines, where she shares knowledge
of how to ride and train horses. Rebecca does not seem to
provoke her followers. Her social media behavior follows the
rules set up for stable culture in cyberspace. Her facework
is not questioned and she is perceived as an (passionate)
authentic equestrian.

Just like Bella and Rebecca, Fredrik highlights his equestrian
skills; he advices his followers on how to exercise their horses to
achieve optimal results, what fodder to use, and how to recover
from injury as a rider and a horse. It is clear that he is active within
an equestrian sports context. The below fieldnotes describe a
typical post by Fredrik:

Picture: Fredrik is riding a gray horse with a blue blanket and
he is making a winning gesture with a tight fist above his head.
Fredrik and the horse wear competition gear.

18,241 likes

Caption: BOOM! Grand slam with my boys today again and
XX (horse’s name) getting an amazing 9.7 from the test rider
putting him first with a collective 91%! All of my five horses
have done so well this weekend and I feel so blessed to have
such lovely creatures and people around me.

174 comments on how much the followers support him and
the way he is riding his horses (20181014).

Fredrik seems keen to emphasize the merits of his horses. He
stresses that his horses allow him to perform well. He also gives
credit to people working with him. Fredrik’s followers praise
his facework, and they underline their appreciation of his way
of describing the horses’ efforts. Just like Bella, he represents
a professional stable culture in which horses are bought and
sold and must perform well in competitions, however, the rules
of the expressive order are not threatened in his posts. The
followers are compliant with his treatment of his horses and he
encompasses a passionate authenticity. In other typical posts,
Fredrik is seen riding and he comments on how he works with
his horses. He combines more instructive posts with frequent
of pictures of himself, his dog, and Shetland ponies in various
fun environments.

Picture: Fredrik is sitting on a stone and is holding two
Shetland ponies wearing blankets.
9147 likes

Caption: It’s all fun and games until...you get bitten by your
own pony

36 comments on how difficult ponies can be, but also how cute
these ponies are.

(20181026)

Elin’s facework is different from the other influencers discussed.
She focuses on liberty dressage, her and the horses’ closeness to
nature, and a non-competitive context. In a typical post, Elin is
seen riding her horse in nature without a saddle or bridle. She
wears clothes that seem to belong to another century—long wool
skirts and jumpers.

“Join XX (the horse’s name) and me riding in the lush green
and yellow fields. Mother nature is happy after we got a lot
of rain! The fields surrounding the stable are so beautiful
right now so we had to sneak up to the flowers to share a
glimpse with you guys. And we were careful to not step on
the precious plants.”

(20190602).

Elin invites her followers to join her in a nature-romantic
relationship with their horses. Her posts feature descriptions of
beautiful landscapes in which she rides as well as messages of
(environmental) sustainability. Elin’s followers admire her and
support her way of treating the horses and she does not break the
rules of the expressive order of this context. However, Elin’s social
media communication evinces another stable culture that could
have prompted critique from followers who are compliant with
Bella, Rebecca, and Fredrik’s communication. Likewise, followers
of Elin could, theoretically, be opposed to the other influencers’
treatment of their horses. It is difficult to know whether the lack
of resistance can be explained by the fact that the influencers
attract different groups of followers or whether the followers
support different stable cultures in different settings.

The performance of horse-knowledge is an important part
of the line and face-work of the influencers we have studied.
The line and face-work are mostly expressed through horse-
related images, captions, and videos. By sharing pictures and
comments on their lives, equestrian influencers produce ideas
and perceptions of how horses should be cared for. Through
face-work, they emphasize themselves as experts in the equine
sector—as “real” and passionate horse people—and they stress
their own ideas when answering the followers’ questions on
how to treat and ride horses. The influencers’ continuous line
is constructed and shaped together with the followers; the
understanding and interpretation of the line is constantly co-
created through mutual interaction. The line shows that their
equestrian lives are a fulltime commitment. This may seem as a
paradox in relation to their engagement with social media. They
are clearly part of the digital labor market, the line is, however,
closely connected to a traditional equestrian sphere.

There seem to be two disparate expressive orders present
in relation to horse knowledge. Bella, Fredrik, and Rebecca
belong to a traditional equestrian elite, and their online presences
showcase a competitive and professional horse life. Horses are
seen as tools that can be bought and sold, and the influencers ride
other people’s horses in competitions. Bella and Rebecca compete
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in show-jumping, whereas Fredrik competes in dressage (and
some jumping). The expressive order is sometimes questioned,
as evinced by the critique Bella received for selling a horse.
However, Bella discussed this critique and restored the order and
her authenticity by telling her followers that this is normal in
the professional equestrian world. Equestrian sport is generally
seen as expensive, and elite riders are dependent on good—
and potentially costly—horses. Even so, riders struggle to earn
money as prize sums and sponsorship deals are modest and
few. In a study of the conceptions and constructions of elite
athletes’” economical terms, Hellborg (2019) demonstrates that
many elite riders combine their competitive sport performances
with selling horses in order to generate an income. Bella’s way
of restoring the order therefore positions her as an elite rider.
Elin’s followers seemingly adhere to a distinct expressive order
in which the ideas are different and indicate a perception of
horses as lifelong companions and friends. This expressive order
is not disputed in the posts we have studied. It is also worth
indicating that, in contrast to what Wellman (2020) concluded in
her study of the bodybuilding culture, the equestrian influencers
are not discredited—at least by their followers. On the contrary,
they are accepted as part of the equestrian culture. However, it
is important to remember that the followers of influencers in
our study have chosen to take part in an online culture and
are possibly more acquainted with and accepting of its logics
than the bodybuilders and trainers that discredit the influencers
in Wellman’s study. Whether similar criticism would be found
among other equestrians is difficult to say, though a study by
Broms et al. (2021) demonstrates that the online culture is widely
accepted in equestrian sports.

Advertisement and Sponsorship

Aside from ideas and perceptions of horses and horsey lives, the
influencers communicate purchasing decisions. Abidin, referred
to in the introduction, underlines that influencers generate
income by selling advertising space on their blogs and social
media platforms, highly personalized advertorials, and selling
wares, with some starting their own brands (Abidin, 2018).
The influencers analyzed in this study mix the first and second
strategies described by Abidin. None of them sell products or
have established their own brands.

Elin seems to have sold advertising space on her blog;
she presents several sponsors and uses highly personalized
advertisement. She promotes clothes that seems to belong to
another century—long dresses and specific jackets in wool—and
gear from different companies, and calls herself an ambassador
for these companies:

“PS: If you are looking for a belt bag or viking
dress, www.xxxxx.no have it in stock! T'm their
ambassador” (20190627).

In addition, Elin writes that she wants to collaborate with
photographers who can take high-quality pictures of her and her
horses. In the pictures of her and the horses, she often wears
the clothes she promotes on her blog, giving the advertising a
personalized flavor.

The personalization of advertorials is evinced by the
influencers’ frequent recommendations of products that,

supposedly, improve horses’ quality of life combined with
content that helps to improve riders’ equestrian skills.
One example is a post by Fredrik promoting a specific
veterinary company:

“No one has missed by now that I have a collaboration with
xxxx (a digital platform for veterinary advice) and right now
they have solved a new function that allows you to get help
with printing deworming agents if you have done a draft test,
it is very smart now before summer work and things like that
start. So, go here on the link, put your animal on xxxx and you
will get more info” (20190912).

This is an example of a personalized message from Fredrik, the
horse expert, who stresses the need for taking good care of one’s
horse, and that the best way to do so is with the aid of the
company he is advertising.

Bella’s Instagram account also features personalized
advertisements for products for humans and horses. For
example, Bella in one post describes using a specific kind of
horse feed and tells the reader that this helps her daily work.
She instructs her followers to enter a contest to win this horse
feed—simultaneously advertising it:

“I'm so grateful for my collaboration with @xxx. It simplifies
my everyday life in the stable a lot. Now I give you the chance
to win” (20190601).

Advertisements featuring contests or special discounts are
common. For example, one post on Rebecca’s Instagram shows
a picture of a gift voucher (14 June 2019). In the caption, she
informs her followers that one of them has won this voucher
(3000 SEK) for a specific equestrian store. Another typical post
from Rebecca is:

“Want to promote this fantastic product from @xxxx You can
take the opportunity to buy it now (and lots of other things)
now at @xxxx when they have 10% all weekend” (20190628).

Clearly, Rebecca wants to communicate that she herself uses the
product—while simultaneously trying to promote it to others,
thereby influencing their purchasing decisions.

In the examples above, the influencer presents a commercial
product or agent—in other posts the commercial interest is less
clear. Social media advertising exists in a legal grey area and
has prompted new national advertising regulations. According to
Swedish Advertising Ombudsman (Reklamombudsmannen, RO)
practice on social media—not least Instagram—high demands
are placed on the consumer to be able to identify advertising as
such (Reklamombudsmannen, 2019). In one post, Bella informs
her followers about the wonders of a specific horse rug; in
another, Fredrik tells his followers about saddle pads and which
one he prefers. In addition, followers ask the influencers about
good products and which ones they prefer. In another picture,
Fredrik is seen in front of a poster advertising an insurance
company. Neither the picture nor the accompanying caption
indicates whether this is advertising. Instead, followers may feel
as though the picture was uploaded by one of their friends, who
just happened to be standing in front of a poster. However,
the same insurance company’s logo is printed on FredriK’s vest,
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which may suggest that he is sponsored by the company. Their
marketing strategy can be described as containing an absolute
authenticity (Audrezet et al., 2020).

The lines of advertising are also blurred when Bella
presents clothes on her media platforms. The advertising
collaborations are sometimes clearly indicated, with the posts
marked #collaboration. However, Bella also posts pictures and
videos (both in the same post) of herself with beauty products
and wearing an item of clothing, using an @ to tag the designer.
Some of Bella’s followers ask: “Bella; are you doing commercials
for these brands?” Bella does not answer these direct questions.
In these posts, Bella represents a more disembodied strategy,
disconnecting her from the horse life.

The influencers we have studied seemingly apply two of
Abidin’s (2015) ways of generating income in the digital world.
It is difficult to know whether their income from this labor is
substantial. Bella, Rebecca, and Fredrik also appear to combine
traditional ways of making money in the equine sector by
selling horses and riding other people’s horses. Once again, their
face-work is built on their belonging to the equine sector. Of
these three, Bella stands out as an influencer working in several
different sectors; the equine sector as well as the beauty sector
(promoting cosmetics and clothes). It is less clear how Elin
generates income.

Intimacy and a common love of horses creates trust
between the influencers and their followers. As suggested
by Stubb and Colliander (2019), the perceived closeness and
common understanding generated through an acceptance of
face-work, line, and the expressive order build a solid base for
affecting others’ purchasing decisions. The forms of personalized
advertisement and the blurred lines between seemingly friendly
recommendations and what is bought and sold makes it difficult
to grasp the influencers’ commercial power. Hence, the expressive
order seems to be quite stable.

Abidin (2018) underlines that influencers have impacted the
shift from an attention economy to an affection economy. She
indicates that it is lucrative for influencers to cultivate their
self as a brand and market products through the lens of their
persona, rather than through a company. As demonstrated
above, the influencers in this study use their face-work to
generate income. However, the “raw aesthetic of an amateur”
and calibrated amateurism, which Abidin observes is recurrent
among influencers, is not reflected by the influencers we have
studied (Abidin, 2018, p. 91-97). Many pictures and videos
appear to have been captured by professional photographers; Elin
even invites professional photographers to work with her, and in
interviews Fredrik stresses the importance of posting beautiful
pictures. Rebecca and Bella have another face-work. In some
of Bella’s posts, it is clear that she takes the pictures herself—
she takes pictures of herself and advertises using selfies. Rebecca
photographs all the horses she rides. The pictures are plain in
comparison to those posted by Fredrik and Elin—constructing
her authenticity.

Furthermore, it is clear that the products per se are not what
is most important. Instead, the influencer’s choice of a particular
product is decisive. If the influencer were to change brand and
product and choose, for example, another saddle or type of feed,

followers would likely mirror the influencer’s choice of brand. A
follower is faithful to the influencer’s choice rather than the brand
itself, making influencer advertisements and sponsorship part of
the affection economy (Abidin, 2018).

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

People’s understanding and commitment to their hobbies and
sports develop in relation to others and shared perceptions
are crucial for the relationship between influencers and
their followers. Influencers wield considerable power over the
economy, impact, and development of the contemporary sports
landscape. This article has aimed to explore how social media
influencers within equestrian sports perform and communicate
with their followers in order to uncover how perceptions, ideas,
and perceived knowledge are formed and transferred in this
sport. Goffman’s concepts face, face-work, line, and expressive
order have been used to study and analyze the influencers’
performance and communication on social media. Our findings
indicate that the equestrian influencers build trust and intimacy
and construct authenticity in relation to their sport. Their face-
work and line produce images of them as experts in the sector.

The influencers’ posts do not stand on their own as
followers add comments, share experiences, and give the
influencers advice, and vice versa. In the accounts we have
followed, influencers and followers present few challenges
and disagreements about their life choices, and rarely correct
each other. In the cases where the expressive order appears
to be questioned, the influencers have the power to correct
their followers as exemplified by Bellas way of handling the
sale of her horse. The followers can resist by (threatening
to) leave the influencer. When the followers accept these
corrections and show gratitude, they can continue within the
common expressive order. The influencers mainly focus their
communication on horse-related issues, with the exception
of Bella, who discusses life choices in general and advertises
clothes and cosmetics. There are, however, some differences
in the influencers’ presentation of human-horse relationship.
Bella, Fredrik, and Rebecca all highlight a competitive equestrian
context, hard work, and improved skills while Elin emphasizes
the human-horse relationship, riding in a natural environment,
and sustainability. All of the influencers we have studied mostly
receive positive feedback from their followers for their way
of handling their horses’ lives. It seems as they are accepted
as equestrians as well as influencers—in difference from what
Wellman demonstrated in her study of the bodybuilding culture
(2020). It is possible that the difference can be explained by the
fact that the online culture is more widely acknowledged and
accepted within equestrian sport (cf. Broms et al., 2021). The
expressive order is seldom questioned—and therefore restoration
is rarely needed.

Common understandings create intimacy between the
influencers and their followers. The influencers can utilize this
closeness to affect followers' purchasing decisions, and it is
possible that this impact is even stronger in a context where the
expressive order is seldom challenged and where the influencers’
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marketing strategies (mostly) encompass an absolute authenticity
(cf. Audrezet et al., 2020), than in a context where decisions
are constantly questioned. The intimacy between influencers
and followers must be problematized as it is likely to make the
commercial endorsements less visible and more convincing.

However, the extent to which this intimacy is shared is
questionable. Influencers choose which comments to respond to,
answering comments that strengthen their face-work. As shown
above, this is exemplified by Bella’s refusal to answer questions
about whether or not she is paid to advertise various brands.
This is an exercise of micro-power as the influencer decides
the rules of the game, thus consolidating the order of power
between the influencer and the followers. Magnusson (2017)
states that Instagram is not dependent on social interaction but
can be used as a mass medium; as a megaphone to proclaim a
message, and that the perceived closeness and social community
can thus be as apparent as in parasocial interaction. However,
there is some ambivalence here; a significant difference is
that the distance between influencers and followers has been
reduced by today’s possibilities for two-way communication
between them. Thereby, even if the followers may never meet
the influencer in real life, mutual connection and cultural
intimacy are much stronger in the social media landscape than
in the parasocial relations described by Horton and Wohl
(1956).

Researching social media entails challenges, not least in
terms of selection process and choice of focus areas since
the social media landscape is difficult to overview. One
limitation of this study is that emojis and other characters
that complement traditional language and pictures were not
included. As the semiotics of social media are constantly
changing it would be fruitful to scrutinize a greater variety
of signs, pictures, and languages in future studies. This may
enable a deeper understanding of the interaction order and
face-work on social media, not least since emojis are frequently
used in communication between influencers and followers
(Abdalla and Baskerville, 2019). Another limitation is that
we have not problematized Goffman’s lack of temporality,
as discussed by Kerrigan and Hart (2016). They state that
digital users have both temporal and contemporaneous multiple
selves. Our study focuses on the contemporaneous selves,
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The aim of this study is to analyze and increase the understanding of how Received 29 June 2020

young equestrians, in a sport school context, perceive, construct, Accepted 1 December 2020

negotiate and manage identities on social media. This article presents how

a specific group of young athletes (equestrians) use social network sites Soci = N
R X X ocial media; equestrianism;

(SNS), such as Facebook and Instagram, in relation to their everyday school sport; upper

lives as students attending upper secondary schools with an equestrian secondary education; social

sports profile. Social media is increasingly important for young people’s network sites; impression

perceptions, constructions, and managing of identities. Using a management; equestrian

multifaceted theoretical framework, including Erving Goffman’s sports; identity construction

dramaturgical perspective, we will explore how young equestrians

perceive the content on SNS and analyze how they act and create content

in relation to existing norms and cultures. Equestrianism is one of the

largest sports in Sweden and several upper secondary schools in Sweden

offer programs with an equestrian profile. Studies on sport schools evince

a focus on elite sport and competition, which affects norms and ideologies

at these schools. Through focus group interviews with 25 students, we

show that the situation is complex and contradictory. The results indicate

that young riders have identified an online stable culture where high

performance equestrianism is the norm. Our study shows that the

educational environment is not the only factor affecting the students, but

that social media is also a part of the young athletes’ constructions of

identity. The image of the employable ‘super equestrian’ who is attractive,

wears the ‘right clothes’, is successful, and acts ‘professionally’ is the most

desirable representation online. The young equestrians are critical of what

is communicated on SNS in relation to horses and riding, and they are

uncertain of how to position themselves in relation to this communication.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

School, sport, and social media all constitute important arenas for interaction and socialization
among youth. Borders between offline and online everyday life are increasingly blurred (Statens
Medierad, 2019) and the fact that the Internet is increasingly embedded in everyday life has
increased the need for research on how youth act and interact on online platforms. It is not only
important to investigate how youth engage on the Internet, but also — and more importantly -
how they engage and interact through the Internet (Livingstone et al., 2018).
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Equestrianism is one of the largest sports in Sweden (Riksidrottsférbundet, 2018). Half a million
people (out of a population of ten million), approximately 90 per cent of whom are women, practice
equestrian sports. In contrast to many other countries, equestrian sport is a ‘sports for all’ in Sweden.
Since WW2, and especially from the 1960s on, activities in riding schools have been offered to chil-
dren and young people. Like other sports activities for this group, riding is subsidized (Thorell &
Hedenborg, 2015). The equine sector is an important industry in Sweden, closely connected to
the agricultural industry. There are around 360,000 horses in Sweden and the equine sector
creates 16,900 yearly full-time jobs (Hastndringens Nationella Stiftelse, 2018). Research has demon-
strated that equestrian sports in Sweden have a long tradition of a specific kind of stable culture
dominated by fostering in the stable and education related to the care of horses, compared to
other sports where improving athletic performance has been central (Hedenborg, 2009). In recent
years, social media have been a forum for debate about questions of horse keeping and welfare.
On social media, the perspectives of researchers, elite, and leisure riders are voiced, and different
ideas about horse keeping meet, clash, and are discussed. The traditional stable culture is now chal-
lenged by several different notions of what stable culture should entail. Internet forums are impor-
tant arenas for narratives about the relationship between horses and humans and for creating
standards for horse keeping (Dashper, 2017).

Social media is increasingly important for young people’s identity constructions (Siapera, 2017).
Social media culture is also characterized by great vulnerability, manifested in users’ fear of being
exposed or criticized, or simply not receiving the desired validation (Eek-Karlsson, 2015; Lunde,
2014). According to Goodyear et al. (2019) it is therefore imperative that involved adults (teachers,
parents, guardians) know when young people are in control of social media and when social media is
instead controlling them. In order to contribute to such awareness, teachers must support and train
students to think critically about their use of Social Network Sites (SNS). However, it is equally impor-
tant to respect students’ use of SNS (Goodyear et al., 2019). By looking into how young riders interact
through SNS this research will contribute to more informed discussions (in which students’ experi-
ences are respected) regarding online cultures. It will also assist involved adults to support student
athletes to navigate the landscape of conflicting ideals and expectations on SNS.

The aim of this article is to analyze and increase the understanding of how young equestrians, in a
sports school context, perceive, construct, negotiate and manage identities on social media.
Goffman’s theories about the dramaturgical perspective and impression management, Persson’s
development of Goffman’s concepts f2f-p2p, frontstage-backstage, and the theoretical concepts
‘super girl and boy’, will be used. It is particularly important to understand these mechanisms in dis-
cussions regarding how social media impacts youth in a sports school context where competitive
norms are often already significant.

The following research questions will guide the study:

* How do young equestrians perceive online representations of everyday life in the stable, are they
affected by impression management, and what do they see as desirable, undesirable, valuable,
and significant in this context?

« How do young equestrians’ perceptions of online representations of other equestrians influence
their own construction of identity/ies online, and are there any differences between equestrians’
representation face-to-face (f2f) in the stable and persona-to-persona (p2p) on social media?

¢ How do young equestrians construct their equestrian identities at the intersection of school,
sport, and social media?

Background

Though there are numerous studies of sports schools in Sweden, none of them have focused on
equestrian sports schools, which have increased in number during the last decade. Today, there
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are around 60 upper secondary schools in Sweden offering programs with an equestrian sports
profile. According to a report by the Swedish Horse Industry Foundation, approximately 2200 stu-
dents were enrolled at an equestrian educational program in 2015. Among these students, 98-99
per cent are female and approximately 1500 were students at the upper secondary level. Most of
the equestrian programs fall under the Natural Resource Use Program for upper secondary
schools, whose curriculum focuses on the management of natural resources and agriculture (Hast-
naringens Nationella Stiftelse, 2015). There are also equestrian programs with elite-sport profiles. The
main aim of the equestrian schools is generally to prepare the students for a future in the equine
sector, but there are also opportunities for the students to take subjects preparing them for
higher education (Hastnaringens Nationella Stiftelse, 2015).

Since the 1990s, there are several different varieties of upper secondary schools with a sports
focus (Ferry, 2014; Ferry et al, 2013). However, the number of schools offering elite sports-
focused education decreased after 2011 as a result of changed regulations regarding which
schools are allowed to offer ‘specialized sport’ as a subject. Research shows that sports activities
are prioritized in the programs, shaping their structure in several ways (Hedberg, 2014). In many
cases, sports teachers at such schools have a background as coaches rather than PE teachers. The
norms and traditions of organized sports often clash with the school context (Ferry, 2016;
Hedberg, 2014). The focus on elite sports and competition affects norms and ideologies at the
sports schools (Ferry, 2014). Even schools that offer sports education to lower age groups have a
clear competitive focus (Eliasson, 2009; Fahlstrom et al., 2015; Larneby, 2020). In this study we use
the concept equestrian schools, which includes schools focusing on equestrian sports. We are not
aiming to analyze the content, profile, or pedagogical perspectives within these schools and pro-
grams. Instead the specific school setting is used to analyze how students at these equestrian
schools’ handle norms, cultures and expectations through their use of SNS.

Previous research has indicated that the educational context of equestrian sports differs from that
of other sports. For example, whereas the Swedish Football Association’s educational initiatives were
and are focused on technical development related to competition and the playing of football (SOU,
2008, p. 59), the educational initiatives of the Equestrian Federation have focused on the care of
horses in the stable (Hedenborg, 2009). In addition, previous studies have highlighted military
norms as central to Swedish stable culture (Hedenborg, 2008, 2009; Thorell & Hedenborg, 2015).
Later studies have demonstrated that the military norms are to some extent questioned by contem-
porary riding teachers and/or instructors, whose discourse on their work also emphasizes ‘economy’
and ‘safety’ as important norms (Thorell & Hedenborg, 2015). Furthermore, analysis of gender con-
structions has been crucial to understanding norms in stable cultures. Previous research has indi-
cated that the stable culture has been feminized in some countries. However, the socially
constructed femininity that is upheld as a norm in stables is complex and includes characteristics
that in other contexts are connected to masculinity, such as strength, toughness, and the capacity
to perform strenuous work (Dashper, 2012; Forsberg, 2007, 2012; Greiff & Hedenborg, 2007; Heden-
borg, 2008, 2009; Plymoth et al., 2012).

Theoretical framework

In order to analyze young equestrians’ relationship with social media, we use Erving Goffman’s the-
ories and concepts of the dramaturgical perspective, the relationship between the regions ‘front-
stage’ and ‘backstage’, and impression management. The theory of impression management is
rooted in Goffman’s work on self-presentation in everyday life, explaining how individuals (deliber-
ately or unwittingly) manage other people’s impressions of themselves in order to impress and seek
validation (Goffman, 2014). The Swedish sociologist Anders Persson (2012), who has developed some
of Goffman’s central ideas, notes that social media limits the scope for transmitted expressions as
most of the information that is reproduced is controlled (Persson, 2012). In addition, Persson proble-
matizes the distinction between social interaction ‘in real life’, which takes place face-to-face (f2f),
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and in ‘virtual life’, where interaction occurs persona-to-persona (p2p). Boundaries between ‘front-
stage’ and ‘backstage’ are more muddled today than previously. Whereas f2f interaction is charac-
terized by shared physical space and physical proximity, p2p interaction offers another kind of
space in a virtual network, where interaction does not necessitate physical closeness (Persson,
2012; Radmann & Hedenborg, 2019).

The quest for a temporary consensus in interactions with other people leads to a struggle to
control which information about oneself is communicated to others, in order to avoid stigmatization
and shame (Goffman, 2014; Persson, 2012; Radmann, 2013). Bullying can be described as an example
of stigmatization. The theoretical concepts ‘super boy’ and ‘super girl" highlight how young people
are stigmatized if they do not live up to idealized images of how they should act or look (Persson,
2012; Zlotnik, 1999).

SNS such as Facebook and Instagram are modern tools for self-revelation, confession, self-man-
agement, and self-improvement. Writing about oneself on SNS can be more than a means of com-
munication and self-expression — SNS can also be used as tools for exploring and working on oneself
in relation to others. SNS enable users to navigate social expectations and norms seeking social
acceptance and affirmation, but also to challenge and re-establish these social patterns (Sauter,
2014). Furthermore, SNS are platforms where users can strategically construct online personas
that emphasize their most desirable traits (Vogel & Rose, 2017; Vogel et al., 2014). Frequent Facebook
users compare themselves to these ‘perfect’ online personas, which may lead them to believe that
other users are also more successful in their offline, everyday lives (Chou et al., 2013; Vogel et al.,
2014). In other words, self-writing on social media sites can be used as a tool for impression manage-
ment and creating online personas.

Vogel et al. (2014) discuss the human drive to compare oneself with others and suggest that social
media is a common platform for such behavior. The expression upward social comparison explains
how people compare themselves with others whom they see as superior. The expression downward
social comparison explains, instead, how one compares oneself with people whom one perceives as
inferior. Constant upward social comparison through social media can result in low self-esteem and
may have a negative effect on personal well-being (Vogel et al., 2014).

Social media is an important social space for identity construction (Siapera, 2017). Eugenia Siapera
(2017) addresses different aspects of the importance of social media for the construction of identity,
or identities - since identity is not monolithical:

[Tlhe involvement of the new media in processes of identity, both at the level of its constitution and at the level
of its expression, has important ramifications for the types of identities a person constructs and expresses, as well
as for the person’s sense of well-being. (Siapera, 2017, p. 186)

The above point is congruent with Sherry Turkle’s ideas about how people use the new media land-
scape to create multiple identities. Turkle shows how individuals are comfortable drawing on a wide
range of identities, depending on the media context they operate in. Turkle also discusses if and how
narcissism increases in our technologically based sociality as an expression of a weak self-esteem
that constantly needs validation from others via interactive social media platforms (Turkle, 2011).
For most young people, socializing via new media is important. The social value constructed in
online interaction, through for example ‘likes’, is crucial. However, social media culture is also charac-
terized by great vulnerability, manifested in the fear of exposure or criticism, or simply not receiving
the desired validation (Eek-Karlsson, 2015; Lunde, 2014).

Methodology
Data collection

The studied population consists of young equestrians aged 15-18 years. 25 students from three
upper-secondary level programs at two equestrian centers (Flyinge AB & Ridskolan Stromsholm)
have participated in six focus group interviews. Of the 25 students, 23 are female and two male.
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Although there are only two male respondents in the study, the gender distribution among the inter-
viewees is representative of the broader gender (im)balance in Swedish equestrian sports.

Two of the programs are part of the Natural Resource Use Program. The third is a Natural Science
program with an equestrian profile, meaning that the curriculum adheres to the national natural
science program with additional courses focused on equine sciences. These courses include
equine science-anatomy-physiology and equine science-ethology. The Natural Resource Use
Program is a three-year vocational program. In addition to the core subject courses (including, for
example, Swedish, math, and social sciences) and ‘program-wide’ subjects (including, for example,
biology and natural resource studies), the students take classes related to their specialization and
so-called elective subjects. For students enrolled at the program with the equestrian profile the
‘program-specific’ courses include subjects as horse knowledge |, Il, and Il as well as riding and
‘animal keeping'.

Practical tests are required for enrolment in one of the programs, and none of the three programs
require the students to bring their own horse. The schools provide student housing as well as horses
as part of the education. The main focus, communicated by the schools, is to educate the students
for a future in the equine industry. There are specific school stables and riding arenas at both schools
and the courses related to the equestrian profiles are a part of the study plan and taught and
assessed accordingly.

It is specifically interesting to examine the two national equestrian centers as they have a long
history as educational centers in the Swedish equine sector. As noted in the background, today,
there are numerous equestrian schools in Sweden but the national equestrian centers are still
seen as hubs in the Swedish equine sector and role models for other equestrian schools. On the
homepage for one of the upper secondary level programs it is stated that ‘Together, the national
equestrian centers form the Swedish Equestrian Centers of Excellence and our ambition is to offer
excellence at all levels’ (Ridskolan Stromsholm). The teachers at the schools are either educated
schoolteachers, riding coaches, or both. A few of the teachers and staff at the schools are elite
riders working part time teaching at the different educational programs and part time as competitive
riders.

Focus group interviewing is a method in which the researcher assembles a group of people who
discuss a given subject for a limited time. The word ‘focus’ indicates that the discussion centers
around a pre-determined topic. This method is increasingly common in research aiming to
examine perceptions, attitudes, and values in relation to a specific topic (Wibeck, 2010). Respondents
are free to highlight the question(s) they consider relevant and important. A further reason for our
choice of using focus groups is that the participants are relatively young (15-18 years), and this
method allows respondents greater space and security to think and reason among themselves.
The interviews were of a semi-structured nature. First, we devised questions to ensure a focus on
the topic of study. Subsequently, we created an interview guide to be used in the interviews. The
interviews commenced with open, introductory questions, after which respondents were queried
about their perceptions and experiences of social media in relation to their interest in equestrian
sport. The interview guide was tested and evaluated in a pilot interview.

Data analysis and ethical considerations

The empirical data has been subjected to thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2018). Firstly, focus
group interviews were conducted as described above. All interviews were conducted by Author 1,
as she has prior familiarity with the schools where the interviews were conducted and has consider-
able experience within equestrian sport. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Analysis of
focus group data primarily entails coding the material, dividing it into units, and searching for trends
and patterns (Clarke & Braun, 2018; Wibeck, 2010). The transcripts have been read and re-read
several times, after which the material has been coded and structured thematically. The quotes
used in this article have been translated by the authors, from Swedish to English. Wibeck (2010)
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contends that when focus group interview discussions have a low degree of moderator involvement,
it is notable if the same aspects are spontaneously raised in several different groups (Wibeck, 2010).
This was indeed the case in the present study. In the final stage of the analysis, the thematic elements
of the interviews were interpreted by the research team through the theoretical framework selected.

Reflexivity entails self-examination on the part of the researcher so as to avoid generalizing one’s
own prejudices. It may also mean critically using one’s own experiences to ask pertinent questions to
raise the research to a new level (Gratton & Jones, 2004). The research team for the present study
consists of three researchers: two with extensive experience of the equestrian sector and one
with no such experience. Our differing preconceptions and levels of experience have been discussed,
challenged, and used to inform the analysis. Ethical considerations have influenced the approach of
the study. All respondents signed a form for informed consent prior to the interviews. For the
purpose of confidentiality, all sensitive and personal information is safely archived, the respondents’
names have been replaced, and other indicators that could reveal their identity have been removed
or altered. Although the interviews were not aimed to gather or process sensitive data, ethical pre-
cautions were taken as there was a risk that the interviews would generate sensitive discussions.
Since all respondents are above the age of 15, consent from legal guardians was not required. Never-
theless, since all participants were under 18, several precautions were taken (Swedish Research
Council, 2017). Above all, we have sought to clearly inform the respondents of their rights and
the purpose of the study both verbally and in writing. All interviews were conducted in the respon-
dents’ schools.

There are a few limitations in this study, one of them being that we have chosen to focus on the
students’ own accounts of their SNS behavior. Conducting additional netnographic observations to
collect information on what they actually express on SNS, and not just how they talk about it, would
be helpful. Furthermore, it may be useful to conduct interviews among other groups connected to
the equestrian schools (such as teachers, staff, and other stakeholders). It is also important to
mention that we, with a specific focus, have studied a specific group of students who has chosen
to become a part of these specific school settings. As there is a lack of studies on equestrian
schools it would be productive to analyze curriculums and study plans as well. These are all interest-
ing and important avenues for future research. Another possible limitation of our study is that we
have used numerous different theories and concepts, drawing on both sociological and psychologi-
cal terms. However, this broad perspective can also be a strength when creating an understanding
around this complex and sometimes contradictory subject.

Results
Impression management through SNS

The interviews reveal that the young riders are constantly exposed to an online culture where riders
portray a flawless everyday life around the horse. An equestrian life — as presented on social media -
is full of success and ‘glitz and glamor’, rather than hard work, setbacks, and problem solving. The
most commonly used platforms among the young equestrians are Instagram, Facebook, YouTube
and Snapchat and in some cases also blogs and video-blogs.

According to the respondents, the image of equestrian sport presented through social media
does not correspond with what they experience f2f, at the equestrian schools. They repeatedly
mention the terms perfect and perfectionism when speaking about what is communicated
through SNS. Recent psychological research has shown that contemporary teenagers are affected
by increasingly competitive environments and unrealistic expectations in society. Perfectionism
has increased over the last decade and this affects adolescents in different ways (Curran & Hill,
2019). Our respondents’ image of the perfect and idealized way of being an equestrian is congruent
with this psychological research. However, we propose that the concept of impression management
is more productive for understanding what is communicated through SNS, as there appears to be a
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strong culture of using SNS to present oneself in an impressive manner. Social media is used as a tool
for self-revelation and a platform for acquiring social acceptance (cf., Sauter, 2014; Vogel et al., 2014;
Vogel & Rose, 2017). There seems to be a link between perfectionism and impressing others through
SNS. Thus, it is relevant to explore the meaning of perfectionism in this specific context. Two of the
respondents discuss the image of equestrian life on social media:

Sofia: Yes, from what you see online everything is perfect, the flawed things are not visible. People only
post pictures that are good, you see a really nice picture of a horse. You don’t see when it comes in
from the field all muddy. You get that perfect picture of the horse and it looks really nice. So, nearly
all of the pictures you show online are perfect.

Amanda:  On social media, everything looks very exclusive and great and pretty. When you watch high-level
equestrian horse shows you see the top and how great it can be. You don't see the sweat during
training four years before the show, you don't see all the hard work. You see the top riders and the
people who actually have the opportunity to compete at that level. You don’t see people like us.

In other words, the notion of perfection in online stable culture includes clean horses, non-muddy
fields, and equestrian sports performed at the elite level. Through SNS, impression management
is used p2p to create a flawless image of equestrian life. These pictures are far removed from
what the respondents describe as everyday life (f2f) at the equestrian school. This social media
image also contrasts with findings from previous gender research on traditional (f2f) stable
culture, where a complex/masculine femininity, encompassing strength, toughness, and the capacity
to perform strenuous work, is celebrated (Thorell & Hedenborg, 2015).

The respondents problematize SNS use, underlining that equestrians often choose not to post
images from competitions or riding lessons where they have not achieved the desired results. In
the above quote, Amanda comments that ‘people like them’ do not appear in the glamourous set-
tings at the horse shows showcased on SNS. What does she mean by this? It is clear that she feels that
all the hard work needed to reach the top-level horse shows is hidden from the ‘frontstage’ on SNS.
Does she also mean that she and her classmates are exclusively trained to become a part of the
‘backstage’ setting? Students at the equestrian schools are expected to learn horse care and
equine biology. Everyday life at school includes mucking out the stables, feeding horses, and
leading them to and from the fields. The students seem to understand, and accept, that these
chores are part of a future in the equine industry, despite the fact that they are not shown as part
of the ‘perfect’ life with horses communicated through SNS. The stable culture at the intersection
of school, sport, and SNS thus seems contradictory for the young equestrians.

Competence and super equestrians in the cyber stable

Our respondents claim that the pressure that everything should look ‘perfect’ compels them to post
only polished content, that is, to use impression management on SNS. Those who publish other
kinds of images are often subjected to harsh comments and criticism. The respondents observe
that bloggers who upload video clips from unsuccessful competitions or training sessions often
receive many negative comments. The young riders thus see the consequences of uploading non-
normative content and avoid publishing images or videos that may attract similarly unfriendly
responses. This quote reveals how Anna decided not to post something that she felt clearly deviated
from the norm:

Anna:  I'm thinking about when | rode last week, and a friend came and took a few photos. It felt quite good
before she came but we (Anna and her horse, authors’ remark) are having some problems with the
canter, he gets stressed and tense and takes the bit. So, all pictures showed that he had his mouth
open, it looked horrible ... even if it felt okay from time to time. | would never dare to post pictures
like that! Partly because it doesn't look good but partly also because if | would've dared to post
them people would've given me comments and they would talk to each other and say that they
had seen these bad pictures of me. | would never dare to post pictures like that because the horse
had his mouth open and it looked like the horse was suffering.
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The concepts of the ‘super girl and super boy’ as idealized images striving to act and look ‘good’ in
accordance with existing norms are useful for understanding these mechanisms (cf. Persson, 2012;
Zlotnik, 1999). Anna'’s fear of what would happen if she published imperfect pictures compels her to
act in accordance with existing norms. The young riders believe that a changed online culture would
improve the psychosocial environment of equestrian sports. It is worth pointing out that horse well-
being and rider competence are important aspects in this culture; if these parameters are not met,
the person posting on SNS is criticized. In other words, a certain way of riding and caring for the
horse is important within the stable culture — and norms for this may clash online. Here, we argue
that caretaking and competence, in addition to the previously mentioned perfectionism, are part
of the traits one should communicate through SNS. In order to act impressively (i.e. using a form
of impression management) one should show competence and caretaking skills.

Opinions diverge among the respondents as to the potential effects of the cyber stable culture.
One of the respondents does not feel the norms of online equestrian culture affect her particularly,
while another respondent indicates that she has become more critical of what is published on SNS.
Two of the interviewees feel the climate on social media can induce performance anxiety and may be
harmful to young riders’ self-confidence:

Alma: If you have a bad round and someone has filmed it, then maybe you choose not to post it, and so
your followers still get the picture that every round you and your horse do is great, then the fol-
lowers just see that it always looks good.

Author1:  Are you affected by it?

Ellie: Not really.

Stella: Maybe to the extent that you become a bit, source-critical, you wonder if it really is true.

Emelie: | think you get affected by it, because that's what you get fed all the time. You can even, at some
point, get performance anxiety because of it.

Alma: | have anxiety syndrome and | know very well that it is easy to see pictures and videos online and

forget that they probably only post the good parts, it's easy to think that they're just better riders
than you are ... and that gets you down, pretty much. However, you also become much more criti-
cal, you become more skeptical of what is actually true online.

Clearly, the students compare themselves to others through SNS, which according to Vogel et al.
(2014) is a common human drive. The results also show that the respondents’ everyday lives
online are affected by upward social comparison. In other words, they appear to compare themselves
to those they view as superior. As seen in the above excerpts, however, the landscape of social media
affects individuals differently. Some of the respondents attest to becoming critical and reflecting on
what is true and false on social media, whereas others stress that they suffer from performance
anxiety as a result of constant upward social comparison. They also discuss and problematize
their social media habits.

One of the respondents mentions that young riders’ self-confidence may suffer if they only see
‘perfect’ images of life with horses. She is clearly affected by other riders’ impression management
on SNS. She believes that especially young riders often compare their own riding to video clips and
pictures on social media. It is, again, interesting to note that our respondents state that ‘top riders’
present images that they compare themselves to. This indicates that a specific kind of stable culture
is seen as the norm on SNS.

Although the students seemingly agree that equestrians almost exclusively publish content that
makes them appear successful on SNS, they also problematize this behavior. In addition, one of the
respondents believes that the cyber culture has become more open and that it is increasingly
common among social media users to publish content that challenges the perfect image. Some
role models seem to defy the norms and the students welcome bloggers and Instagram users
who dare to show something other than ‘the perfect everyday stable life’. They appreciate when
information normally kept ‘backstage’ is displayed ‘frontstage’ via SNS. The following discussion
arose when the respondents were asked whether there are differences between f2f role models
and those who appear on social media, that is, p2p:
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Josefin: | feel that people on social media are more fictional, they are like not real people, it is more like this
perfect everyday life where you only publish when the horses goes well. After all, it is not the same as
seeing role models, as for example our teachers, in real life.

Klara: Yes, some younger riders, they post a lot on Instagram and they only post the best pictures or videos,
to create a name for themselves. This means that you don’t see the whole story.

Josefin:  Yes exactly, it should be ok that it is not always perfect, that it doesn’t go well every time you ride.

Klara: | think that is pretty good with ‘blogger 1’, | really like that she does not always post perfect clips. |
think it is great to show that it's not always perfect. That you as a teenager learn that it does not
always have to look perfect ...

My: Yes, it can hurt your self-confidence when you compare yourself to other people all the time, because
you think that it doesn’t look like that when | ride, when you see the experienced riders train their
horses.

Goffman’s concepts f2f-p2p and onstage-backstage are useful for explaining the respondents’ desire
for a more ‘authentic’ image of equestrian sport on social media. The above quotes suggest that the
students are critically aware that social media profiles usually put on a filter or mask when interacting
online. They ask for ‘real people’ and during many of the interviews the students compare these ‘real
people’ to their teachers at school.

Professional identities and ‘authentic’ equestrians

It appears that the students wish for another stable culture to be more evident on SNS - one that
more closely resembles their everyday lives at school. The findings of this study are, however,
complex and contradictory. The young riders admire, and compare themselves to, elite riders who
publicize their competition selves (frontstage), while simultaneously longing to see what they
believe to be the ‘genuine’ or ‘authentic’ stable culture on SNS (backstage). Our respondents
mainly follow two types of ‘influencers’ on SNS: firstly, already established elite riders, and secondly,
young up-and-coming riders, who are striving to reach the elite. According to our respondents, the
main difference in how the two types of ‘influencers’ express themselves on SNS is that the younger
up-and-coming riders seem to dare to show a less polished picture of everyday life; they publish
content from their life ‘backstage’. Contrastingly, the established riders reiterate a more strictly ‘pro-
fessional-frontstage’ expression. The respondents claim to understand why their online role models
need to create online personas to promote themselves (‘to make a name for themselves’).

It is perhaps unsurprising that these ‘influencers’ present themselves ‘professionally’ as they use
their accounts to promote themselves and their business. It is more notable that the young riders’
question and problematize these images. Could this be generational; in other words, does the
younger generation not view being ‘too perfect’ as a sign of professionalism? It appears that every-
day life on SNS and at school do not always match; at school, the students learn that taking care of
the horses and mucking out the stables are very much included in everyday equestrian life. However,
some of their teachers are elite riders. Thus, the young riders studying at the equestrian schools have
direct access to the f2f backstage of a few top riders, witnessing the amount of hard work that goes
into a few minutes in the arena.

Although the students clearly wish to see a more ‘authentic’ version of everyday life with horses
expressed through SNS, they also underline the importance of looking ‘professional’. The notion of
being ‘professional’ seems to stand in opposition to authenticity in the respondents’ answers, and is
used instead of the term ‘employable’. In other words, the term is not used to imply specific knowl-
edge, education, or licensing (in the sense of professions such as medical doctor, nurse, or lawyer). In
the sports context, the term ‘professional’ has been used to reference someone who is paid to
perform their sport, and opposed to that of ‘amateur’ — and it is likely that the young riders (and
their teachers) are more familiar with this meaning (Hedenborg, 2006). ‘Professionalism’ is likely to
be even more pronounced in these schools as the equine sector is notorious for its reliance on unde-
clared labor (Hedenborg, 2008). During their education, the young riders are repeatedly told that
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they should not accept anything but formal employment in the sector. Being professional/employ-
able requires a certain kind of impression management on social media, where the backstage setting
should not be exposed. In their education, professionalism is connected to certain norms and
employability. One of the respondent’s reasons regarding what she chooses to publish on her Insta-
gram account:

Josefine: | use my Instagram as a sort of a diary, but it's open for everyone and | try to keep it at a professional
level but at the same time as a diary.
Lovisa: That it's professional, what do you mean by that?

Josefine:  Well, not a lot of party pictures or photos when | ride without saddle without helmet ... not that |
would do that though!

My: Yes, you should be able to add a link to your Instagram account to your CV

Josefine:  Yes, actually, | wouldn’t be ashamed if an employer would have a look at my Instagram account. |
stand for everything | post there, it’s like my own brand.

Online bullying, negative comments, and future employers are not the only factors preventing the
young riders from publishing non-normative photos, videos, or written material on SNS. The above-
cited respondents proceed to discuss how their teachers reacted when they posted a video in which
some of the students could be seen falling off their horses, and which was not considered sufficiently
‘professional’. Here, the norms and culture in the equestrian school context affects what is seen as
professional and what is allowed to be shown frontstage:

Josefin: But it’s like a few weeks ago when our class posted a video when a few of us fell of our horses, we
had a week when like everyone fell off.

Haha

Josefin: It was hysterical, everybody was in on it and we did it together. But we got comments from the

teachers and staff here that we had to take it down.

Elisabeth:  Yes, because it was not suitable, because future employers might see it.

Josefin: Yes, and | think that shows that everything is supposed to look perfect on social media. But | don't
think it’s this school but rather society that has formed it like this. You are simply not supposed to
post videos like that.

Klara: Yes, they (the school, authors remark) only want to be in line with this, so they don’t look bad. And
then you have to change the norms in society so that, hello, it's okay that people fall off their horse!

Falling off was obviously not seen as a desirable part of frontstage equestrianism, that is, ‘pro-
fessional’ stable culture in cyberspace. It is interesting that Josefine, who also stated (see previous
quote) that she wanted to showcase an ‘employable’ facade on Instagram, still chose (together
with her classmates) to post a video that the teachers found ‘unprofessional’. Here, the teachers
and staff at the equestrian centers are seen as gatekeepers (by the students), controlling the
content that the students publish on SNS.

It is likely that the teachers felt that the video of a group of students falling off their horses could
be damaging for the school’s reputation, or that it might negatively influence other students.
However, the teachers’ responses exceed the scope of this study, which instead focuses on the stu-
dents’ reactions to the teachers’ expressions. The interviewees note that the ideal images on SNS
present a certain type of performance as well as appearance. They argue that there is a strong
culture with strict norms dictating how to look and what to wear in the school stables. The respon-
dents claim that being skinny and wearing certain brands is a prerequisite for being fully accepted,
and that these norms are enhanced by images on social media. This is consistent with Lunde’s study
(2014), which indicates that girls in the stable feel considerable pressure to look good and be slim.
Lunde’s study also indicates norms governing what clothes to wear; certain brands are valued more
highly. The present study combined with Lunde’s findings indicate that social media may increase
young riders’ sense of pressure to be slim, look good, and wear the right clothes.

The respondents feel pressured to achieve the ideals of the ‘super girl’ (cf. Persson, 2012). They
stress that young riders’ confidence can suffer as they constantly feel compelled to compare them-
selves to the ideal image of ‘super equestrians’. According to the young riders, ideals connected to
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SNS are not the only factors restricting them from publicizing what they view as everyday life in the
equestrian school stable. Cultures at the school also provide boundaries and restrictions, where the
teachers may act as gatekeepers.

Concluding discussion - the super equestrian

School, equestrian sports, and social media are central in the lives of the students taking part in this
study. The respondents appear to struggle to orient themselves and construct identities in the bor-
derland between the traditional stable culture and the impressive everyday life showcased front-
stage through SNS.

The present study indicates that young riders have identified an online stable culture where high
performance equestrian sport is the norm. Clean horses and perfect achievements (that is, riders who
ride perfectly and do not fall off) are important ingredients in this high-performance culture. The
young equestrians express that the image of the employable ‘super equestrian’ — who is attractive,
wears the ‘right clothes’, is successful, and acts ‘professionally’ - is the most desirable representation
online. This image is partly congruent with the aim of the equestrian programs. It is clearly commu-
nicated by the schools that they strive to offer excellent educational programs training employable
individuals, ready to take on jobs within the equine industry. Old military norms meet new idealized
images of what is expected of a ‘super equestrian’ communicating through SNS. Riders risk being
stigmatized if they violate the standards of the ‘super equestrian’. The ideal image is significant
and impels young riders to display an idealized picture of everyday stable life on SNS, in order to
avoid stigma and shame. In some cases, the norms of online stable cultures appear to induce per-
formance anxiety due to upward social comparison. Setbacks in training and competition, bad
horse-keeping, and ‘unprofessional’ behavior (presenting the backstage) are undesirable elements
in the online equestrian culture. Nonetheless, the young equestrians value riders and influencers
who dare to post images that are more harmonious with what they see as an ‘authentic’ represen-
tation of everyday life in the stable.

Theresa Sauter (2014) states that writing about oneself on SNS can be more than a mode of self-
expression and communication. SNS enable people to navigate social expectations and norms
seeking social acceptance and affirmation, but also to challenge and re-establish these social pat-
terns (Sauter, 2014). Impression management clearly affects how young riders communicate
through social media and influences their perception of other equestrians. We can see that the stu-
dents choose not to publish what they see as the ‘authentic’ everyday life in the stable at school
(backstage). While the idealized image of what life with horses should be like is limiting, and the
young equestrians feel compelled to present themselves in accordance with the image of the
‘super equestrian’ through social media (frontstage), this study indicates the possibility for change.

Increasing awareness about what transpires on SNS, and understanding how different cultures
have developed online, may be key to creating space for youth to act, interact, and develop
through social media. As mentioned in the introduction Goodyear et al. (2019) state that it is impera-
tive for relevant adults (teachers, parents, guardians) to know when young people are in control of
social media and when it, instead, controls them. This study indicates that the equestrian schools are
characterized by a norm that is seen as inauthentic by the students. They already seem to be aware
and source critical regarding what is communicated on SNS in relation to their sport. However, the
young equestrians may also experience a sense of inadequacy when comparing themselves to other
equestrians’ online representations, feeling that they do not live up to the image of ‘the super eques-
trian’. This appears to affect their construction of identity/ies in different ways. Some students feel
inspired, developing a strong equestrian identity while others experience performance anxiety
and question their future within the sport. This result is congruent with Larneby’s study, which
shows that high performance educational environments shape young individuals in different direc-
tions. Some students evolve and see a future athletic career as a possibility, while many instead lose
interest and self-confidence in the sport (cf. Larneby, 2020). Our study shows that the educational
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environment is not the only factor in students’ identity construction, but that social media is also a
part of young athletes’ constructions of identity.

The question of how young equestrians construct their equestrian identities in the intersection of
equestrian school (in which teachers and study materials are gatekeepers of a specific kind of stable
culture), high performance sport, and social media is complex, contradictory and does not have one
simple answer. Through our research we show that young equestrians are critical of what is commu-
nicated online in relation to horses and riding, but they do not seem to know how to position them-
selves in relation to this communication. Although the teenagers are co-producers of the content on
SNS, they do not fully relate to the ways in which the equestrian cultures are transmitted. If the social
media content regarding stable cultures is limited to the frame ‘super equestrians’, they will struggle
to relate and might continue feeling compelled to construct inauthentic identities.
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Abstract

New media habits in the era of digitalization challenge previous understandings of who
and what receives media coverage. Research shows that practitioners in self-organized
lifestyle sports consistently use social media to attain and exchange information and
knowledge about their sport. Is this also the case in organized sport? The Internet
has become a great resource for horse-enthusiasts and the online horse world can be
described as an extension of the physical horse world. Equestrian sport is particularly
interesting to analyze due to the fact that there is an animal involved. Still, there is little
knowledge of how horse enthusiasts use social media in relation to their interest in
equestrian sports. The aim of this article is therefore to chart and analyze how equestrians
use social media, how they communicate horse-related content on social media, and how
social media can be seen as a source for knowledge exchange. Our investigation focuses
on how equestrians use social media to acquire information about horses, and how this
usage can be explained in connection to age and experience. A mixed methods design is
used and data is collected from 28 focus group interviews with equestrians in Sweden and
Norway and a survey with 1,628 respondents. Our study indicates that practitioners of
self-organized sports are not unique in using social network sites (SNS) to exchange and
attain knowledge about their sport; equestrians in general are shown to be frequent users
of SNS such as Facebook and Instagram. Although our results show a few significant
differences in SNS use in relation to age; the riders in the different age groups have
surprisingly similar views of their SNS use in relation to attaining information about the
horse. ‘Stable cultures’ and the organized structure of equestrian sports appear to create
boundaries determining where a ‘good equestrian’ should seek information about horse-
keeping. However, the organized structure and traditional nature of this sport do not
stop equestrians from turning to SNS.

Key words: social media, equestrian sports, social information seeking, social network
sites, sport, age, stable cultures, Facebook
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Introduction

Absence of instructors and established pathways for education and
knowledge development has led practitioners of self-organized sports to
use the Internet as a source for knowledge. Online platforms are useful
tools for knowledge exchange for practitioners in sports such as surfing,
skateboarding, parkour, and sport-climbing (Sifvenbom et al., 2018).
In many cases, practitioners even view YouTube as an alternative to a
coach or supervisor. However, the use of the Internet as a knowledge
resource is problematic. Source criticism is seen as an important trait
and learning by hard work and putting a lot of time into practice is still
seen as the ‘better pathway’ according to many practitioners. However,
it is argued that traditional, physical educational contexts can learn from
the peer-oriented digitalized modes of knowledge exchange used by
self-organized lifestyle-sport practitioners (Sifvenbom and Stjernvang,
2020). Do practitioners in organized sports also use the Internet and
social media as platforms for knowledge exchange? Or is this only seen
in sports that are not governed by traditional learning processes and
governing bodies educating coaches and trainers? This article will use
equestrian sports as a case to investigate this question.

It is particularly interesting to explore equestrian sports as research
shows that the Internet has become a significant resource for horse
enthusiasts, and the online horse world can be described as an extension
of the physical horse world (Broms et al., 2020; Dashper, 2017). Riders
continuously discuss and debate horse-related matters on social media.
The fact that there is an animal involved makes it especially interesting
to analyze equestrian sports. The horse is dependent on human care, and
occupies a potentially vulnerable position depending on the human’s level
of knowledge and education of how to take good care of it. Social media
plays a large role in many people’s lives, and there is increasing evidence
of the effects of misleading information and rumors circulating online.
For example, anti-vaccination movements use social media to share non-
evidence-based information and false rumors about the negative effects
of vaccines, and the WHO has identified the growing resistance towards
vaccines as a major global health threat (Puri et al., 2020; Smith and
Graham, 2019).

Similarly, there is growing concern for the effects of misleading
and false information shared online for horse welfare and, ultimately,
equestrian sports. However, there is scant research on this topic. The aim
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of this article is therefore to chart and analyze how equestrians use social
media, how they communicate horse-related content on social media,
and how social media can be seen as a source for knowledge exchange.

Previous research and analytical frame

Social media is a context for social interaction, that is, it is a sphere of
human action. It is an umbrella term and José van Dijck (2013) defines
four different types of social media:

1. Social network sites, SNS, where interpersonal communication is
of primary importance (e.g., Facebook and Twitter);

2. User generated content, where the users contribute (e.g., YouTube,
Wikipedia);

3. Brand and marketing pages, where the main purpose is to sell or
exchange goods;

4. Game sites, where the users play against each other (van Dijck,
2013)

In this article, we will explore equestrians’ use of SNS and User generated
content (i.e., types 1 and 2) for acquiring information, and whether there
are any differences in usage of the different types within the group of
equestrians.

Social medin in Norway and Sweden

The daily use of social media has increased significantly in recent years
and Facebook is currently the most popular platform globally. According
to the report The Global State of Digital in 2019, 72% of people living in
Sweden today are active on social media, spending an average of 1 hour
and 49 minutes on SNS per day. The report further indicates that, in
contrast to global patterns, YouTube is the most popular social media
site in Sweden, used by 86% of Internet users. Facebook comes in second
place at 82%, with Instagram in third place at 64%. Snapchat is the fourth
most frequently used platform at 37%. Social media use in Norway is
somewhat lower: 71% of those living in Norway stated that they were
active social media users (Hootsuite, 2019).
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A comparison with another report indicates the difficulty of measuring
social media use. The report Svenskarna och Internet [ The Swedes and the
Internet| shows that only 51% of Swedish Internet users use Facebook
on a daily basis, and that the portion of users who do so has decreased
(54% used Facebook daily in 2018) (Internetstiftelsen, 2019). Use also
varies between different age groups. For example, Instagram, TikTok,
and Twitch have become increasingly important for the younger
generation (Davidsson, 2016; Eek-Karlsson, 2015; Statens Medierad,
2019; Internetstiftelsen, 2020). Young people aged 12—25 prefer Instagram
over Facebook, and the youngest respondents (12—15 years old) hardly
use Facebook at all. Furthermore, the report shows that older people
trust what is written on the Internet to a greater extent than younger
people, and less than 4 out of 10 Swedish Internet users are educated in
source criticism. Another trend is that fewer people post pictures, write,
or share others’ posts on Facebook (Internetstiftelsen, 2019). A similar
pattern can be seen in Norway. Studying Norwegian media habits and
how different age groups choose to share or not share selfies on social
media, Dhir et al. (2017) show that young adults (aged 20—-30) are more
restrictive than youth (13-19) and adults (3150 years old).

Self-organised lifestyle sports and knowledge exchange online

Sifvenbom et al. (2018) note the existence of research showing that the
notion of organized sports as a democratic, open space is sometimes
exaggerated. A survey of 2000 youths in Norway show that many young
people see organized sport as elitist and overly exclusive (Sifvenbom et
al., 2014; 2018). Informal lifestyle sports are sometimes more appealing
to youth, as such activities are more casual and contrast with organized
sports activities, which are divided into groups according to gender,
age, and experience. It is suggested that the term self-organized or self-
structured sports explains these sport activities more sufficiently than, for
example, unorganized sports (Sifvenbom et al., 2018).

The peer-oriented digitalized way of learning that is practiced in
self-organized lifestyle sports can be used as an inspiration for physical
educational contexts (Sifvenbom and Stjernvang, 2020). In a recent
study about skateboard culture, identities, and social media, Tyler
Dupont (2020) investigates how members of the skateboard community
develop, maintain, and perform authentic identities through Instagram.
In recent years, SNS have developed as platforms where members of
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subcultures learn, perform, and discuss their ‘authentic’ identities,
resulting in the maintenance of boundaries for authentic behavior
(Buckingham, 2009; Dupont, 2020; Woermann, 2012). Dupont (2020)
shows that skateboarders’ practices constantly drift between the physical
and virtual world and that this has created new opportunities as well
as obstacles in regard to developing and maintaining an authentic skate
identity.

Practitioners of self-organized sports clearly see social media as an asset
and tool for knowledge exchange. Is this only the case for ‘new’ sports
with digital traditions and self-organized structures? By using equestrian
sports as a case, we will analyze how participants of a traditional sport,
which is governed by a federation and educational institutions aiming
to control the educational processes, use social media as a knowledge
resource.

« RQr1: Do practitioners in organized sports use internet and social
media as platforms for knowledge exchange? Or is this only seen in
sports that are not governed by traditional learning processes and
governing bodies educating coaches and trainers?

Social information seeking

The concept social information seeking, SIS, is used to explain the process
whereby equestrians use social network sites (SNS) to produce and access
information and knowledge. Chirag Shah (2017) defines SIS as a process
through which users locate and share information in participatory online
forums, such as social media platforms and question-and-answer websites.
Online communities are increasingly used to satisfy information needs,
and there are numerous ways to seek information online. According to
Shah (2017), the social dimension of SIS can be explained through two
aspects: Online Question-Answering (Q&A) and Social search. Online
Q&A is furthermore divided into four different types: Community
Q&A, Collaborative Q&A, Expert-Based Q&A, and Social Q&A (Shah,
2017).

Information search on SNS has proven to be a very popular method
by which people search for information. It appears that people are more
comfortable sourcing information on SNS than on a designated tool for
sharing and searching for information (Shah, 2017). Media use evidently
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varies between different age groups. Warner-Soderholm et al. (2018)
claim that trust of information on social media varies by age, gender,
and time spent on social media. Previous research also suggests that
we regard others as less careful social media users than ourselves and
that group affiliation is often prioritized over knowledge and science on
SNS (Klintman, 2019). This is not least evidenced by adults’ perception
of teenagers’ social media use (Boyd, 2014; Marwick and Boyd, 2014).
Numerous studies highlight problematic excessive social media use
among youth in connection to mental and physical wellbeing (Boer
et al., 2020). A recent study of elderly people’s use of digital media
highlights the importance of taking these citizens everyday life patterns
into account when making political and strategic decisions regarding
digitalization (Olsson and Viscovi, 2020).

Equestrian sports are unusual in that men and women compete
against each other and riders of all ages are active within the sport. In
Sweden and Norway, riding schools offer activities for riders in all age
groups. The youngest groups are more often than not children in the
age groups o to 6 years (Hedenborg et al., 2020), and in many of these
riding schools there are also senior groups for riders over 65 years. For
example, a senior group at a Swedish riding school has an average age
of 72 (Thun, 2020). Does this differentiate equestrian sports from other
sports where social media is a commonly used resource for knowledge
exchange? Recent research on practitioners’ use of SNS in relation to
knowledge exchange and authentic performances in self-organized sports
(Sifvenbom and Stjernvang, 2020) and skateboard (Dupont, 2020)
include respondents aged 15-30 (Sdfvenbom and Stjernavang, 2020) and
14—45 years (Dupont, 2020). These studies do not, however, indicate
whether there are any age-related differences in the participants’ use of
or attitude towards SNS. To facilitate understanding of social media use
within the equestrian community we argue that it is necessary to analyze
how and why members of different age groups within this community
use social media.

« RQ2: How do equestrians in different age groups use SNS to attain
information about horses and riding?
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Equestrian sports and social medin

Equestrian sports have been Olympic Sports since 1900. The concept
of “stable culture” is used to analyze norms of horse-keeping and the
welfare of horses. Previous studies have highlighted military norms as
central to the European stable culture (Moore-Colyer and Simpson,
2004; Hedenborg, 2009; Thorell and Hedenborg, 2015). However, later
research has demonstrated that the military norms in Swedish stable
culture are somewhat questioned (Thorell and Hedenborg, 2015). “The
equestrian lifestyle’ is a well-known term among equestrians, and riders
often express that equestrian sport is a lifestyle as well as a sport. Lack of
coverage of equestrian sports in traditional media has led equestrians to
express their views and exchange knowledge on social media (Dashper,
2017). Equestrian sports are included in the traditional sports movement
but also differs from many other sports. The equestrian lifestyle far
exceeds the sporting activity itself; stable culture includes fostering in the
stable and taking care of the horse (Hedenborg, 2009).

« RQ3: In what way do ‘stable cultures’ affect equestrians in their use
of SNS?

Though social media has been shown to be an important resource for
equestrians, there is a dearth of social-scientific research on human-horse
relationships in connection to social media use (Broms et al., 2020;
Bystrém, 2015; Dashper, 2017; Schuurman, 2014). In one study, Dashper
(2017) analyses the content of blogs by English hobby and elite riders.
The study clearly shows that Internet forums are important venues for
narratives about the relationship between horses and humans, and for
establishing standards for horse-keeping. At the same time, Dashper
indicates the problems posed by the spread of incorrect information.
Inspired by the auto-ethnographic method, Dashper reflects on how
she disregarded her veterinarian’s advice, using Google to search for —
and find — several sources of information when her horse had fallen ill
(Dashper, 2017). Another study shows how young riders are pressured
by norms and cultures within the equestrian community both online and
offline to present themselves as ‘super equestrians’ on SNS. At the same
time, young riders long for more ‘authentic’ online representations of
riders and admire those who dare to post relatable images of everyday
life in the stable (Broms et al., 2020). Though a potential explanation for
the importance of social media within the equestrian community is lack
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of coverage in traditional media, we contend that the role of social media
for riders warrants further charting and analysis.

To explain equestrians’ SNS use we divide users into three categories:
producers, consumers, and prosumers. The term prosumer explains
how users both consume and produce content on SNS and describes
how users control the production and distribution on SNS (Hayes et
al., 2019; Ritzer et al., 2012). Hayes et al. (2019) argue that previous
studies have focused on athletes as consumers and that there is a lack of
studies relating to athletes as prosumers. This study will therefore fill an
important gap.

« RQ4: How do equestrians use social media, are there any
differences regarding who can be seen as producers, consumers,
and prosumers?

Source material and methods

We used a mixed methods design for this study, choosing to collect
data both from focus group interviews and a survey. The different data
collections and data sets were used to inform and support one another,
and neither of them was given priority. The triangulation of both data
collection and analysis could be described as a “Qual + Quan” mixture
design, which has the advantage of providing different perspectives on
a phenomenon (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003). This mixed methods
design was deliberately chosen with the aim of developing a more
complete understanding of how and why equestrians use social media
to seek information about horses in general, training, and injuries/
diseases. The procedure for both data collection and analytic strategy
will be described in further detail below so as to provide insight into
the sequential strategies in the triangulation of methods used, thereby
increasing transparency (Pluye et al., 2018).

The qualitative data were collected through focus group interviews,
which were conducted in two phases. A survey was constructed to
expand the qualitative findings and explore whether the latter could be
generalized to other groups in order to determine the distribution of
social media habits among equestrians.
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Qualitative study

The qualitative material consists of twelve focus group interviews in
Norway and sixteen focus group interviews in Sweden (2—6 participants
in each group). These were conducted in two phases. The first phase
was March 2017 to June 2017, during which equestrians studying at the
upper secondary level in Sweden were interviewed. Before commencing
the focus group interviews, we constructed an interview guide based on
previous media research and our preconceptions of the equestrian sector.
The interview guide was tested in an interview (included in the total
number of 28 focus group interviews), and was subsequently evaluated
by the research group. No revisions were needed.

After the completion of the first round of data collection the material
was analyzed. This analysis indicated the importance of posing questions
to equestrians with different levels of experience. Therefore, more focus
group interviews were conducted. The second set of interviews was
conducted in August 2018 to December 2018. The interviewees were
equestrians studying at the upper secondary level in Norway; students at
riding schools in Sweden and Norway; and horse owners in Sweden and
Norway.

The focus group interviews, which were semi-structured, lasted
between 20 and 60 minutes and were conducted by three members of
the research team. In focus group interviewing, the researcher assembles
a group of people who discuss a given subject (Wibeck, 2010). The word
“focus” indicates that the discussion centers around a pre-determined
topic. In our study, interview questions were constructed to ensure a
focus on the research topic. The interviews commenced with open
introductory questions. Thereafter, questions were raised about the
equestrians’ use of SNS in connection to their horse interest and how
they seck information about equestrian sports and horse-keeping,.

Focus group interviews are common in research that aims to examine
people’s perceptions, attitudes, and values in relation to a specific
topic (Wibeck, 2010). The choice of focus groups as a method was
motivated by the fact that the qualitative data in this study emerge
from the respondents’ views of their own social media use. As stressed
by Bryman, respondents in focus group interviews are free to highlight
the question(s) they consider relevant and important (Bryman, 2011). In
our study, the respondents were given space to think and reason among
themselves.
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Analysis of qualitative data

The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and subjected to thematic
analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2018) using the qualitative data analysis
program NVivorz2. Analysis of focus group interviews primarily entails
coding the material, dividing it into units, and searching for trends and
patterns (Wibeck, 2010). In the analysis, the respondents were organized
by age into two groups: 15—25 and 26 and above. The respondents have
been pseudonymized and all respondents have signed an informed consent
form. The transcripts were read and re-read several times by the authors
with various experiences in the equestrian sector, after which the material
was coded and structured thematically. Throughout our readings of the
material, we discussed possible themes and interpretations. Our various
levels of experience with equestrian sports and social media lent validity to
the construction of themes not least due to our own questioning of each
other’s views. The themes were composed in relation to our questions
on how and why equestrians engage in SIS. Themes were abductively
identified based on trends and patterns in the interviews (cf. Peirce, 1955),
and the material was coded accordingly. The following themes were used
in the thematic analysis for this article: usage, knowledge, everyday life,
“us and them”, and age. In the final stage of the analysis, the thematic
clements of the interviews were interpreted through the analytical
framework of this study.

Quantitative study

The survey consisted of 44 questions that addressed the respondents’
background and social media habits. The background variables included
variables in relation to the population (such as gender and age) as well
as variables related to horses and riding. It was published on the research
project Facebook page from 7 May to 30 September 2018." It was also
published by the Swedish and Norwegian Equestrian Federations. In
addition, the survey was disseminated with the help of the Swedish
equestrian centers Ridskolan Stromsholm and Flyinge AB. This
manner of dissemination allowed us to reach a large group of people.
It can, however, be problematized as these organizations are likely to
reach a rather homogenous group of respondents in relation to age
and experience. The way in which this affects the results is discussed

1 The survey tool Survey Monkey was used.
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continuously in the text and balanced by the selection of respondents for
the focus group interviews.

A total number of 1628 participants responded to the survey. An
overview of the demographics of the participants can be found in table
1. The respondents were asked to report what gender they identified
as. The vast majority identified as female (7 = 1525, 93.4%), while the
rest identified as male or other. As previous research has indicated the
importance of age in relation to SIS, the respondents were asked to
report their age in years. For the whole population, the average age
was 40.7 years old (SD = 15.00), with a range between 15—77. To enable
analysis based on age-groups, three age categories were constructed (see
table 1): Low (15-18 years), Middle (19-30 years) and High (31>), where
the distribution is presented in the table.

Survey: Background vaviables

The following variables were explored in relation to the respondents’
experience of horses and riding: years of experience, education, horse
ownership, riding school experience, and discipline of main interest.
The respondents’ years of riding experience were organized in seven
categories (see table 1).

The respondents were asked whether they had received any kind of
education in connection to horses and equestrian sports. Responses were
divided into four different categories: “No education in relation to horses/
riding”; “Some education in relation to horses/riding”; “Currently under
education in relation to horses/riding”; and “Other”, and the distribution
is presented in table 1.

In addition to years of experience and education, we expected horse
ownership and riding school experience to be important variables for
SIS. The respondents were asked whether they owned one or several
horses, with responses divided into three categories: “Yes, I own one
horse”; “Yes, I own several horses™; “No, ’'m not a horse owner” Most of
the respondents had at least one horse (79%). Furthermore, 12.1% of the
population stated that they regularly exercised another person’s horse.
The respondents were also asked whether they were currently pupils at a
riding school, with answers divided into two categories: “Yes” and “No”
Only 13% of the respondents responded “Yes”.
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TABLE 1 Demographics for quantitative study population

Demographics n %
Gender Female 1525 93.4
Male 68 4.2
Other 12 0.7
Age Low: 15-18 years 173 10.6
Middle: 19-30 years 305 20
High: 31 2 1101 67.4
Experience horse and riding < 1year 4 0.3
I —2 years s 0.3
2 —§ years 29 1.9
6 — 10 years 131 8.4
11— I5 years 234 15.0
16 — 20 years 189 12.1
21 = 972 62.1
Education related to horse and riding No education 815 52.6
Some education 521 33.7
Currently under education 73 4.7
Other 139 9.0
Horseowner Yes, own one horse 572 36.9
Yes, own several horses 660 42.6
I am not a horse owner 319 20.6
Currently pupil at riding school Yes 215 13.8
No 1338 86.2

Note: Valid percent of those responding is reported

Variables velated to use of social media and SNS

To analyze SIS, we asked questions about “what for” and “how”
equestrians use social media in relation their horse interest. First, the
respondents answered the question whether they use social media to
search for information about horses in general; training with horses;
and information on injuries/diseases. In addition, the respondents were
asked whether they use any of the following SNS (YES/NO): Facebook,
Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, and/or Twitter. In relation to “how”
they potentially used these SNS within each of these three categories,
they were asked to indicate whether they were: “Consumers” (users of
information); “Producers” (producers of information on SNS); or if
they used SN for both these categories, rendering them “Prosumers”.
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Analysis of quantitative data

The analysis conducted in the current study was performed using SPSS
(IBM, 2016). When describing the population, analyses of descriptives
are used. Further, Chi-square tests were used when exploring the
relationship between categorical variables.

Results

The use of social media and SNS in different groups

To study equestrians’ SIS behavior, general questions about how
respondents used social media were posed in the interviews and the
survey. One hundred percent of the respondents in the qualitative study
and 97.8% of the respondents in the quantitative study answered that
social media use was part of their everyday lives. This is congruent with
findings from other studies — as noted above, a majority of the population
in Sweden and Norway use social media platforms (Davidsson, 2016;
Eek-Karlsson, 20r15; Statens medierad, 2019). To learn more about the
respondents’ SIS behavior we asked them to specity which social media
they used. Our analysis shows that the equestrians in the quantitative
study use van Dijck’s type 1 (SNS) and, to some extent, type 2 (user
generated content, e.g., YouTube, Wikipedia). Further, most of the
survey respondents answered that they use Facebook (88.9%) and/or
Instagram (69%) (see Table 2). Other platforms were not used to the
same extent. In other words, the use of SNS in this group is similar to
the use of these platforms in other groups (cf., the report Global State of
Digital in 2019), with the difference that van Dijck’s type 2, YouTube, did
not have the same status among our respondents. However, there were
significant differences between age groups in relation to YouTube usage
(X*(2, N = 1600) = 14.48, p = .0o1), with the younger age group using
YouTube to a higher extent.
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TABLE 2 Number and proportion (%) of survey vespondents using different types of SNS.*

SNS N %
Facebook 1451 88.9
Instagram 1127 69.0
YouTube 913 5.9
Snapchat 619 37.8
Twitter 124 7.6*

* As many respondents reported using more than one SNS, the responses amount to a
higher number than the total number of respondents. The proportion is calculated in
relation to the total number of respondents.

As previous research has indicated that SIS is connected to age, we
discussed this in the interviews. The respondents in the qualitative study
described Facebook as a site for older users. In a group of young Swedish
equestrians (below 25 years), the use of Facebook was commented on as
follows:

Lovisa: Which Social Media platforms do you use?

Sofia: 1t’s like Snapchat

Elsa: Yes! That’s number one

Sofin: After that, it’s Instagram for me

Elsa: Yes exactly, I would say Instagram and then it’s Facebook...
actually

Lovisa: Actually, why do you say it’s actually Facebook?

Elsa: Well, it’s not so many...

Sofin: No, not in our age...

Elsa: ...who use it.... but I do as my older friends and acquaintances
use it, so that I can keep up with them

Lovisa: To keep up with the oldies?

Elsa: Yes, they post a lot on like Facebook so... (Swedish interview 1)

Another group of young Swedish equestrians similarly indicated that
Facebook was an SNS for older people:

Klara: 1 think that it is only a few of us who post things on Facebook
Eva: Ah yes, it’s only my mother who posts on Facebook and makes

updates about us (Swedish Interview 4).

The younger equestrians’ opinions on Facebook were confirmed in focus
group interviews with older Swedish equestrians. However, they (older
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equestrians) added that Instagram was an important site for them as they
like pictures.

Ageinconnectionto SNS use was also discussed in the Norwegian focus
group interviews. A group of equestrians (qualitative study) of different
ages again emphasized Facebook as an SNS for older equestrians. When
the respondents were asked whether they use Facebook, they answered:

Alma: 1 think it is our generation, your generation (pointing to one
of the younger equestrians) are more active on YouTube and on all
these different channels where you get a lot of information, but we
(the older generation, authors’ remark) are not brought up with
this

Lea: No, at least not YouTube, it is a channel I have to remind myself
of. You do get a lot of information there, but ’'m never out there
(on YouTube, authors’ remark)

Alma: Nor am 1, I rather use Google

Lea: No, but, you Stine, you use it, don’t you?

Stine: Yes (Norwegian interview I1).

To explore whether the qualitative findings could be generalized to other
groups to determine patterns of social media habits among equestrians,
we performed a set of chi-square tests, on the quantitative data, showing
whether there are any associations in how SNS are used in relation to
age (Low/Middle/High). In the test related to age and Facebook use,
no significant relationship (X* (2, N = 1600) = 5.69, p <.059) was found.
There were, however, significant relationships when age in relation to
Instagram and Snapchat use was tested (Use of Instagram (X* (2, N =
1600) = 102.58, p <.0o1) and use of Snapchat (X* (2, N = 1600) = 393.66,
p <.o0I)).

To summarize, social media use is common among equestrians, just
like in the general population. There are some interesting age-related
patterns in equestrians’ SNS use. From the interviews, it is clear that
equestrians (in all age groups) believe that the younger generation is less
active on Facebook, while the older generation feels more at home on
Facebook than on, for instance, Instagram or YouTube. This result is
congruent with previous studies, which show that interest in and use
of Facebook is decreasing among younger generations (Tourvala et al.,
2019; Statens Medierdd, 2019; Davidsson, 2016; Eek-Karlsson, 20r15).
However, no significant relationship between the use of Facebook and

SCANDINAVIAN SPORT STUDIES FORUM | VOLUME TWELVE | 2021 47



BROMS, BENTZEN, RADMANN, HEDENBORG

age was discovered in the quantitative results. Instead, these findings
indicate that all equestrians use Facebook.

Using Social Network Sites to access
information about horses and riding

In the following section, we present results connected to equestrians’
SIS on horses in general, training, and injuries/diseases. Table 3, below,
gives an indication of the number and proportion of “how” and “for
what” the respondents use SNS in relation to SIS, and whether they
share information about horses.

TABLE 3 Number and proportion of “how” and “for what” the survey vespondents use SNS in
rvelation to information secking and sharing information about hovses

Horses in general Training with horses  Injuries/diseases
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Non user 256 (19.9%) 561 (43.9%) 737 (58.7%)
Prosumer 489 (38.1%) 199 (15.6%) 79 (6.3%)
Producer 311 (24.2%) 85 (6.7%) 24 (1.9%)
Consumer 299 (17.8%) 433 (33.9%) 416 (33.1%)

Note: Percentages are reported based on valid percentage.

Our respondents tend to use SNS to seek and share information about
horses in general. When it comes to training and injuries/diseases,
however, the respondents use SNS to a lesser degree. Moreover, the
respondents report viewing themselves as prosumers and producers to a
higher extent in terms of general information about horses than in terms
of training and injuries/diseases.

Further, we wanted to explore whether there were relations between
the respondents’ age (Low/Middle/High) and being a “non-user”,
“prosumer”, “producer”, or “consumer” in one of the three domains of
“horses in general”, “training with horses”, and “injuries/diseases” The
analysis showed that there were significant relations between age and
SNS use in relation to the variable searching for and sharing information
about “horses in general” (X* (6, N = 1265) = 50.03,p <.oor1). The results
are displayed in table 4.
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TABLE 4 Usage of SNS in different age groups in velation to SIS on horses in general

(quantitative study)
Non user Prosumer Producer Consumer
Age low 8.5% 55.8% 23.3% 12.4%
Age middle 11.6% 45.2% 31.1% 12.0%
Age high 23.9% 33.7% 22.1% 20.2%

These results show that the younger population uses SNS more and that
they view themselves as prosumers to a higher extent than the older age
groups in relation to the topic “horses in general” The older equestrians
see themselves as consumers to a higher extent than the other age
groups whereas members of the middle age group regard themselves as
prosumers or producers. Interestingly, respondents in the group “age
middle” are more likely to see themselves only as producers than the
younger and older age groups. This result contradicts the findings of
Dhir et al. (2017), who suggest that young adults between the ages of 20
and 30 are less inclined to share content than younger and older groups.
The analysis also indicated that there were significant relations between
age and SNS use in relation to the variable searching for and sharing
information about “training with horses” (X* (6, N = 1258) = s8.01, p
<.oor). The results are displayed in table 5 below.

TABLE s Usage of SNS in different age groups in velation to SIS on training with horses

(quantitative study)
Non user Prosumer Producer Consumer
Age low 26.2 % 24.9% 7.9% 43.1%
Age middle 35.8% 22.5% 9.6% 32.1%
Age high 49.0% 11.3% 5.3% 34.4%

Again, the younger age group tends to use SNS the most, this time in
relation to finding and sharing information about training horses. In
terms of producing information about training horses there is a clear
difference between the two younger age groups and the group “age
high” The younger respondents are more likely to be prosumers than
the older age group.

Finally, the quantitative results showed that there were significant
relations between age and the respondents’ SNS use in relation to
the variable of searching for and sharing information about “injuries/
diseases” (X* (6, N = 1236) = 18.90, p = .004). The results are displayed
in table 6 below.
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TABLE 6 Usage of SNS in diffevent age groups in velation to SIS about injuries/diseases

(quantitative study)
Non user Prosumer Producer Consumer
Age low 50.8 % 7.8% 2.3% 39.1%
Age middle 54.2% 10.6% 3.4% 31.8%
Age high 61.2% 4.9% 1.4% 32.5

The youngest age group tends to be the most active in terms of seeking
and sharing medical information about horses on SNS. However, the
age difference is less significant than when it comes to information about
training horses. Clearly, it is not very common to use SNS as a platform
for medical information about horses. The age group that tends to
produce and share the most information of this kind is the group “age
middle”

In the focus group interviews, young equestrians problematized SNS
use, indicating an awareness that the use of SNS for SIS about horses
can be stigmatizing. The interviewees claimed to be more capable of
distinguishing between correct and incorrect information than both
younger and older equestrians. When a group of Swedish equestrians
below the age of 26 were asked whether equestrians are aware and source
critical online, they answered:

Felicin: Yes, 1 think that people who haven’t studied at university level
aren’t as source critical.

Klara: Well, it is age too. There are so many below 15 years who use
social media, maybe only eight to ten years old, and they are not
aware at all (aware of how to sort information on social media,
authors’ remark)

Felicin: Yes, but it could be the older persons too, those who are like
60 plus...

Marie: Yes, they grew up when it was possible to trust what was
written in the newspapers.

Felicin: ...and they are maybe not so used to the big cloud where...

Klara: ... whoever can write whatever...

Felicin: No, right, they are not as critical, I think... I think about my
grandfather who has Facebook and sometimes he shares things
and you think “no” this is not so good. Then I think that they
(older people, authors’ remark) are not really used to handling the
information online (Swedish interview s).
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This discussion reveals that a group of equestrians below the age of 26
see themselves as more capable of assessing information online than
younger as well as older SNS users. According to them, university-
educated persons may be more capable of online source criticism. In
another focus group interview, an older equestrian — when asked how
one knows what constitutes “good or bad” information — indicated that
younger equestrians struggle to do so:

Johan: 1t's becoming more and more difficult, it is very interesting as,
in general, I believe in information, but in relation to taking care
of horses I think it may be difficult for the younger ones to sort
out the information that exists online, it could influence them too
much because of all the different opinions out there. The older ones
have their own networks to rely on (Swedish interview 6).

When analyzing the focus group interviews, it is clear that the
equestrians see themselves as capable of assessing information about
horses and riding, regardless of their age. As presented above, however,
it is common for the equestrians to claim that ‘others’ are incapable of
distinguishing between ‘right and wrong’. This recalls previous research
showing that group affiliation is seen as more important than evidence-
based facts and science online (Klintman, 2019). It is common to believe
oneself to be adept at judging what kind of information is good or bad
for oneself or, in this case, one’s horse. The capacity to be in control of
media rather than being controlled by media (cf. Goodyear et al., 2019)
seems important to all respondents in this study. At the same time, the
respondents stress that other groups are not source critical enough and
that this could affect the horse. “The others’ are generally people in a
different age group (younger or older) and/or who have less or different
kinds of horse experience.

Practitioners in self-organized lifestyle sports attest to using the
‘worldwide gym on the Internet’ to glean advice on training as well as to
find inspiration and knowledge. Although this behavior is very common,
the practitioners do not appear to talk about what they learn from the
Internet when they meet, preferring to keep this to themselves. Some
practitioners, often the more experienced ones, also express shame when
admitting to using the Internet for learning purposes (Sifvenbom and
Stjernvang, 2020). The stigma of using online platforms for gathering
knowledge about sporting activities is also apparent in this study.
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Furthermore, this stigma seems to create tensions between different
groups of riders. Sifvenbom and Stjernvang (2020) observe that youth
involved in self-organized sports seize the opportunity to facilitate their
personal knowledge production because the environment around them is
not affected by actors and cultures governed by strong norms. They also
suggest that there is an opportunity to learn from self-organized lifestyle
sports when it comes to peer-oriented, Internet-facilitated knowledge
exchange. Equestrianism is a part of the organized sports movement
and governed by strong norms and cultures in relation to existing stable
cultures (Hedenborg, 2009), yet our study shows that equestrians turn
to online platforms to facilitate knowledge exchange. Although there
is a strong culture governing how equestrians should learn to ride and
take care of the horse, they also turn to the Internet to garner additional
knowledge. Like the practitioners in Sifvenbom and Stjernvang’s (2020)
study, riders express a stigma around using SNS as a tool for knowledge
exchange. They attest to using SNS, but respondents in all age groups
emphasize the importance of being critical and claim that ‘others’ are less
source critical and able to use SNS as a tool for seeking knowledge about
horses.

Previous research on young equestrians’ SNS use shows that there
are norms in the online (horse) world stipulating that one should post
“nice and pretty” content, presenting oneself as the ‘super equestrian’ (cf.
Broms et al., 2020). Perfectionism has been problematized in previous
research. “Generation perfectionism” and “generation performance” are
debated terms, often used in the media to describe young people who
consistently portray themselves as ‘perfect individuals’ who perform in
every area of life (Holden, 2018). Just as the skateboarders in Dupont’s
study (cf. Dupont, 2020), the equestrians seem to struggle with the
creation and meaning of authenticity.

Concluding discussion

Our study shows that practitioners of self-organized sports are not unique
inusingsocial networksites, SNS, to exchange and attain knowledge about
their sport. We argue that there are similarities between equestrian sports
and self-organized sports when it comes to utilizing online platforms
for learning and exchanging knowledge. Similar to previous research on
self-organized sports, our study also shows a stigma around attaining
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information on SNS. A greater proportion of respondents indicate that
they use the Internet more generally rather than SNS specifically to
search for information. However, it is important to stress that a majority
of respondents still report using SNS to attain information on horses and
riding, and that the respondents are likely to underestimate their use (cf.
Dashper, 2017). The proportion of social media users differs depending
on the type of information sought. Generally, a greater proportion
of respondents within all age groups use SNS for social information
secking, SIS, in relation to general information and training than when
it comes to injuries and diseases.

The fact that some equestrians use SNS to learn how to take care of
their horse is, evidently, so upsetting within the equestrian community
that there is a widespread suspicion that ‘others’ (people in another age
group or with other kinds of experiences) are doing so. We argue that the
equestrians’ suspicions about “others™ information-seeking is related to
the strong norms and traditions in equestrian sports regulating what the
‘stable cultures’ should include and how the horse should be handled and
treated in different situations. Furthermore, we believe such suspicions
about “others™ Internet use is related to the fact that equestrian sports are
practiced by people in a very wide range of ages. Although, surprisingly,
the quantitative results of this study do not show significant differences
between the age groups in terms of which SNS they use, the qualitative
results show that equestrians believe such differences to exist. Members
of the older age group claim that the younger groups are less able to
differentiate between reliable and unreliable sources for information on
horse care, and also that younger equestrians are mean to each other
online. Conversely, the younger age groups make the same claims about
the older age groups.

As equestrian sports are practiced by riders in a wide range of ages, we
argue that it is important to investigate if the use of SNS differs between
equestrians in different age groups. However, the quantitative results do
not indicate significant differences when it comes to which platforms
the equestrians use. The results indicate that the respondents in all age
groups are regular users of van Dijck’s social media type 1 (e.g., Facebook
and Twitter) and (albeit to a lesser extent) type 2 (e.g., YouTube and
Wikipedia) of social media. Most of the respondents use Facebook and/
or Instagram. Other platforms were used less. In other words, the use of
SNS in the survey group is similar to the use of these platforms in other
populations (cf. the report Global State of Digital in 2019; Medierddet, 2019).
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However, the qualitative data indicate that, although the equestrians use
the same platforms, equestrians of different age groups do so in differing
ways and are more or less active on the various platforms. For instance,
the older equestrians seem to be considerably more active on Facebook
than the younger age groups who are more active on Instagram and
Snapchat.

We propose that ‘stable cultures’ and the organized structure of
equestrian sports in Sweden and Norway create boundaries stipulating
where a ‘good equestrian’ should seek information about horse-keeping.
However, the organized structure and traditional nature of equestrian
sports do not mean that the equestrians do not turn to SNS. Just like
practitioners in self-organized lifestyle sports, equestrians are motivated
to use online platforms to gather and exchange knowledge. The same
motivation — taking good care of the horse — that drives riders to
insecurity and feelings of suspicion towards ‘others’, is what makes them
do the same: namely, to use SNS to attain information about horses and
riding.

In terms of age differences, the two younger age groups use SNS for
SIS to a higher extent while the middle age group seems to produce
the most content on SNS regarding horses and riding. This result
contradicts recent studies that suggest this group is the most restrictive
when it comes to sharing information on SNS (Dhir et al., 2017). Other
than this, the respondents in the three different age groups seem to have
similar views on their use of SNS to attain and exchange information
about horses and riding.

Group affiliation is often prioritized over knowledge (Hine, 2014;
Klintman, 2019). The WHO has identified the growing hesitation
towards vaccines as a major global health threat and research shows
that SNS is used extensively by anti-vaccination movements to spread
false information about vaccines (Puri et al., 2020; Smith and Graham,
2019). Misleading and non-evidence-based information about horses
and equestrian sports, disseminated via SNS, can result in equestrians
listening more to their peers than to professionals and researchers,
ultimately endangering horse welfare. However, the present study
shows contradictory patterns. Equestrians thirst for information about
their sport and find it convenient to use SNS for this purpose, but their
responses show that not all information is trusted, as in the case of
information about injuries and diseases. This study also shows that it
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is relevant to analyze divergences in social media use between different
groups within a population of sports practitioners.

The present study has a few limitations, one of which is that — despite
the large sample — the respondents in the quantitative survey are rather
homogenous. A high proportion have extensive experience of equestrian
sports and belong to the older age group. Therefore, it would be useful to
follow up this study by including riders with less experience and a higher
proportion of younger respondents. However, a benefit of the mixed
method design of this study is that we have been able to include the
younger equestrians’ voices, despite their being to some extent missing
from the quantitative data. Finally, it would be interesting to proceed
beyond the case of equestrian sports and investigate how practitioners of
other organized sports use SNS as a tool for knowledge exchange.
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Todays’ online media landscape facilitates communication on how sports practitioners
can develop in their sport. Hence, sports and educational institutions need to recognize
the increased role of the individual as “a facilitator of knowledge” through information and
communications technology (ICT). For sport organizations and educational institutions
to effectively reach out with knowledge and research, they need to know how
individuals assess, value, and trust information sources. This article ams to increase
the knowledge and understanding of how the traditional culture in equestrianism meets
the contemporary media user. It is based on a study that uses a mixed methods design,
containing a questionnaire with 1,655 respondents and 28 focus group interviews with
Swedish and Norwegian equestrians, to investigate how equestrians create their own
repertoires of horse-knowledge online and what sources of knowledge they trust and
prioritize. The results show that accessibility, agency, and trust are key terms when
mapping equestrians’ preferred knowledge platforms, and that equestrians are generally
not satisfied with the availability and the quality of horse-related online content. Horse
experience is the most important positional factor influencing online repertoires in the
equestrian community. Riders with less experience turn to Social Network Sites (SNS)
to a higher extent than riders with more experience. Further, equestrians find the ability
to assess information as an important yet challenging task. This article shows that the
term (online) learning repertoires is appropriate when discussing the relationship (or clash)
between the traditional culture in equestrian sports and the contemporary media user.
On the one hand, many equestrians clearly express that they would rather stay away
from obtaining information about horses and riding on ICTs. On the other hand, the data,
together with previous research, indicates that many equestrians see ICTs as important
platforms for discussing and exchanging information about horses and riding.

Keywords: equestrian sport, ICTs, online repertoires, learning repertoires, social media, horse-knowledge

INTRODUCTION

There is a growing body of research suggesting that the traditional sports and physical activity
sector would benefit from adopting, or getting inspired by, the new, digitalized way of exchanging
knowledge seen in self-organized lifestyle sports (Jones, 2011; Enright and Gard, 2016; Safvenbom
et al,, 2018; Sifvenbom and Stjernvang, 2019). However, what happens when practitioners in
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traditional sports “go online” to obtain and exchange knowledge?
Equestrian sports are among the most popular children and
youth sports in Sweden and Norway. Most of the members in
the Swedish and Norwegian Equestrian Federations are girls
and women (Hedenborg et al, 2021). Previous research on
the history of equestrian sports shows that equestrianism is
a traditional sport where a military heritage is seen in the
stables and in its learning cultures and where institutionalized
governance structures lead to slow development pathways (Cf.
Thorell and Hedenborg, 2015). However, in parallel with societal
and technological developments, there have been changes in
how equestrians search for information about horses and riding.
Several studies show that equestrians, just like practitioners in
self-organized lifestyle sports, use new media to obtain and
exchange knowledge (Bolwell et al., 2013; Bystrém et al., 2015;
Lofgren et al., 2016; Dashper, 2017; Hii et al, 2020; Broms
et al,, 2021). This development in equestrian sports may have
led to a change in ideas on formal and informal education and
learning in the stable and in the equestrian ring. In parallel,
Swedish insurance companies see an increased number of cases
where horse owners show a lack of care by not calling the
veterinarian when the horse is injured or sick (Grundberg,
2020). We believe that one explanation for this tendency toward
such lack of care could be the increased accessibility of horse-
related information through information and communications
technologies (ICTs). Therefore, it would be of interest to
investigate whether knowledge exchange through ICTs has
already replaced or complemented the more traditional means
of knowledge exchange, or if this is even possible. An important
question is whether traditional sources of knowledge—such
as the practical learning in the stable environment (Greiff
and Hedenborg, 2007; Hedenborg, 2008), educational materials
(e.g., Arméns ridlira and Lilla Ridboken) (Hedenborg, 2009),
and institutional education—have been exchanged for quickly
obtainable knowledge through ICTs and, if so, to what extent.

Recent research show that Swedish and Norwegian
equestrians generally are comfortable with their own ability to
critically assess information about horses and riding distributed
on ICTs. However, many respondents express a lack of trust
toward other, less experienced, equestrians abilities to use ICTs
as knowledge platforms (Broms et al., 2021). The dichotomy
of riders’ confidence of their own experience, their lack of
trust toward other riders’ abilities, and the quickly developing
digital landscapes is a particularly interesting case. We argue
that it is important to further investigate the use of ICTs as
knowledge platforms from the perspective of equestrians to
create an increased understanding of the risks and benefits with
the developing digital media landscapes. Therefore, this article
aims to generate increased knowledge and understanding of how
the traditional culture in equestrianism meets the contemporary
media user and to discuss what this means for the developments
of online repertoires within sports. We are interested in, from a
media theoretically informed perspective, analyzing in what way
equestrians create their own repertoires of horse-knowledge and
what sources of knowledge they trust and prioritize.

First, we will create an increased understanding of equestrians
as media users by using the concept of online repertoires.

Online repertoires is a concept that enables an understanding
of people’s online habits. It refers to what users do when they
are online, and it includes all types of online platforms and
devices (Olsson et al., 2019). Second, we will discuss the type
of sources of knowledge that equestrians prioritize and trust.
Research indicates that trust in institutions, specifically media,
is decreasing today (Kavanagh and Rich, 2018), which increases
the need to constantly and critically assess information and
its sources (Haider and Sundin, 2020). Haider and Sundin
(2020) argue that there is a need to understand this process
of assessment. It is important for stakeholders within the
equestrian community (e.g., national federations, insurance
companies, veterinarians, riding schools, etc.) to understand
what knowledge equestrians and horse owners obtain through
social media and the internet and, more importantly, how they
value this information. Contemporary media landscapes imply
major changes for sporting communities. Everyone, from the
individual practitioner to large sports bodies, is affected in
some way. Although the current study specifically focuses on
equestrian communities in Sweden and Norway, the thematic
analysis and discussion on online repertoires, trust, and the ways
ICTs are used for learning and development are indeed relevant
for the larger sports context. The welfare of horses is a top
priority in equestrian sports, and as mentioned above, there are
indications of an increasing number of cases involving a lack of
care (for the horses). We argue that it is important to understand
and embrace the contemporary media landscapes, but in parallel,
we must also understand how individuals search for and value
information communicated through ICTs. If we do not know
how individuals assess, value, and trust sources of information, it
may be challenging for organizations and educational institutions
to reach out with evidence-based knowledge and research.
The following research questions guide our study:

1. What defines equestrians’ online repertoires?

2. How do equestrians assess and value information on horses
and riding collected through ICTs, what sources do they trust,
and why do they trust these sources?

3. What is the relationship between horse-related experience,
age, and equestrians’ use of ICTs as information platforms?

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL
FRAME

Online Repertoires

To increase understanding of contemporary media users,
Uwe Hasebrink has developed a repertoire-oriented approach
focusing on how different media platforms and different kinds
of content are combined by the user. He uses the notion of media
repertoires to understand results of different forms of selectivity
(Hasebrink and Popp, 2006; cf. Hasebrink and Domeyer, 2012;
Hasebrink and Hepp, 2017). Media repertoires can be understood
as “outcomes of structural, positional, and individual factors”
(Olsson et al., 2019: 40-41). Structural factors include the
types and the quality of media available to specific users,
whereas positional factors involve “users’ positions within a social
structure” (i.e., gender, age, degree of education, etc.) and how
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these positions influence everyday media repertoires. Individual
factors concern the variations in media repertoires within both
structural and positional factors. Particularly, they estimate
the impact of individual preference within the aforementioned
factors. There are three distinct principles to consider when
using media repertoires as an analytical tool. The user-centered
perspective focuses on the user instead of the media. Entirety
relates to the importance of considering the whole variety of
media that a person assembles (Hasebrink and Domeyer, 2012;
Hasebrink and Hepp, 2017; Olsson et al., 2019). Relationality
refers to “how users intermingle different media assets and turn
them into a coherent whole” (Olsson et al., 2019:41).

For this study, we decided to limit the concept of media
repertoires to online repertoires, which refers to what users
do when they interact on the internet (Olsson et al, 2019).
The concept of online repertoires enables researchers to capture
the diversity of online tools offered to users and works as
an analytical framework to organize current online options
offered to users online (Olsson et al., 2019). Moreover, online
repertoires are not a set phenomenon. The concept follows the
continuously evolving digital landscape. Thus, it is suitable for
our study to observe what equestrians do when they interact on
the internet and how they value information obtained through
online sources about horses and riding. To get a more extensive
understanding of equestrians’ repertoires in relation to the
exchange of horse-knowledge online, we focus on the use of not
only social media, but all kinds of online platforms. Therefore,
we use the term Information and Communications Technology
(ICT). Specifically, we focus on how equestrians discuss critical
assessment and, more importantly, how they describe their own
process of selecting and assessing information about horses and
riding obtained through ICTs.

Imagined Affordances

The cognitive psychologist Gibson (1979) developed the term
affordances, which has become a commonly used notion in
communication technology and social media studies (Nagy and
Neff, 2015; Shaw, 2017; Manzerolle and Daubs, 2021). In broad
terms, affordance is what the environment offers the animal. In
his book The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (1979),
Gibson defines it as follows:

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal,
what it provides or furnishes, either good or ill. The verb to afford is
found in the dictionary, the noun affordance is not. I have made it
up. I mean by it something that refers to both the environment
and the animal in a way that no existing term does. It implies
the complementary of the animal and the environment. (Gibson,
1979:127)

Shaw (2017) states that one can think of interactive media
technologies in terms of imagined affordances and raises Nagy
and Neff’s (2015) suggestion that an extension of the affordance
theory can support communication theorists to focus on the
construction, mediation, and materialization of power and social
relationships. Nagy and Neff (2015) further suggest that imagined
affordance helps to explain how people shape their media

environments, perceive them, and have agency within them
because of imagined affordances. In this article, we will use the
term imagined affordances to further develop the analysis around
online repertoires in relation to equestrians’ knowledge exchange
through ICTs.

Equestrians’ Online Repertoires

There are several studies on ICTs in relation to equestrianism. For
instance, Dashper (2017) analyzes the content of blogs by British
amateur and professional riders. This study shows that ICTs
allow equestrians to exchange stories about relationships between
horses and humans, and that these platforms have developed
as important spaces for creating norms for horse keeping.
Dashper (2017) emphasizes that ICTs have become important
recourses for equestrians who, through these platforms, can
stay up to date on what is going on in the equestrian world.
However, she argues that there are issues with, for example, the
spread of false information, and that this type of information
can make horse owners doubt and, in the worst-case, refrain
from taking veterinarians’ advice (Dashper, 2017). Inspired by
the autoethnographic method, Dashper (2017) reflects on how
she herself, despite the veterinarian’s advice, uses Google to
search for information about her horse’s injury. In a study on
Information seeking behavior among members of the American
horse competition industry, Lofgren et al. (2016) show that
86% of the respondents used the internet as a horse-health
information source. However, they did not see the internet
as a preferred horse-health information source. Instead, they
preferred veterinarians (91%), farriers (77%), and trainers (68%)
(Lofgren et al., 2016). Similar results are seen in a study aiming
to create understanding of where UK leisure horse owners
seek advice and information on four subject areas relevant to
horse welfare: horse behavior, health, stable care, and training.
This study shows that internet/forums were the third to the
fifth most used of the seven information sources (Hockenhull
and Creighton, 2013). In another study, aiming to identify the
research-based educational needs and preferred dissemination
methods within the Thoroughbred and Standardbred racing
and breeding industries in New Zealand, Bolwell et al. (2013)
show that veterinarians, websites, friends or other horse owners,
and printed magazines were used most often (and were most
preferred) for equine research. Social media were the least used
and preferred sources of information. However, Bolwell et al.
(2013) argue that this is likely due to the age demographics of
the study, where most of the respondents who did prefer social
media were younger (below 40 years old).

Interestingly, recent research by Broms et al. (2021) shows
that riders in all age groups in Norway and Sweden retrieve
information, knowledge, and inspiration about horses and riding
on Social Network Sites (SNS). Facebook is the most popular
SN for the older generation, whereas Instagram and Snapchat
are more commonly used by the younger generation. However,
these respondents use SNS more commonly to obtain knowledge
about horses in general rather than to seek specific information
about, for example, training or diseases and injuries. On the
other hand, the riders in Broms et al’s (2021) study state that
other riders use social media to learn how to take care of
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injured horses, and they stress that riders with less experience
than themselves lack insights on how to use social media to
obtain information about horses and riding in an informed
way. Meanwhile, Hii et al. (2020) suggest that a combination of
traditional and new information channels is required to reach
different audiences with horse-health information. Another
study shows that intimacy and the common love for horses
creates intimate bonds between equestrian influencers and their
followers. By sharing pictures, videos, and comments on their
everyday lives, equestrian influencers produce knowledge about
equestrianism and share information on how horses should be
cared for (Radmann et al,, 2021). Bystrom et al. (2015) analyze
how safety aspects are communicated by Swedish equestrians
on ICTs. This study shows that safety is a rarely discussed topic
and that, when it is discussed, it is mainly the horses’ safety that
is emphasized. Bystrom et al. (2015) argue that ICTs are both
risk factors and valuable tools in the quest to increase safety
measures within the equestrian community. In sum, previous
research on equestrians’ information seeking behavior indicate
that equestrians in different countries who are involved in
different areas of the equine sector generally do use ICTs as
information sources on horses and riding, but they seem to
prefer other information sources. Most of the abovementioned
studies were published more than 5 years ago and indicate
that younger equestrians seem to be keener on and are more
comfortable with using ICTs and express that there is a need to
further investigate future possibilities of reaching out with horse-
related information through ICTs. Thus, the present study will
contribute to the field by generating increased knowledge and
understanding of how the traditional culture in equestrianism
meets the contemporary media user.

Critical Information Assessment Behavior
Using online communities to satisfy information needs is
becoming more common, and there are numerous ways to seek
information online (Shah, 2017). The concept social search exists
at the intersection of information seeking and social media. It
refers to two aspects: people looking for information that is
socially constructed and people using social connections to look
for information. Social search on ICTs has proven to be a popular
method for seeking information (Shah, 2017). As a result, a
growing body of research highlighting the importance of critical
evaluation of information and critical assessment of information
sources has emerged.

Relating to critical information assessment behavior, there
is concurrently a shift from mistrust toward distrust. That is,
the question changes from “how is this true to how is this
false” (Haider and Sundin, 2020:3). Trust is a crucial aspect for
understanding critical assessment of credibility, but it concerns
trust in institutions, methods, and systems rather than in
individuals (Haider and Sundin, 2020:14; Hardin, 2002). The
information assessment stereotypes matrix (Figure 1) developed
by Haider and Sundin (2020) allows us to use trust and individual
agency as dimensions to map out the critical assessment of
information among equestrians. It allows us to understand
equestrians’ online repertoires and increase the knowledge on

how equestrians trust and value information about horses
and riding.

The naive evaluator is defined by a combination of low agency
and high trust. For example, naive evaluators tend to believe
in what they find without considering themselves as actively
involved in making that judgement. This behavior is encouraged
by providers of algorithmically curated content. Alongside non-
evaluators, who are defined by low agency and low trust, naive
evaluators are often used as so-called strawmen, embodying “the
other.” Respondents in Haider and Sundin’s (2020) study use
the notions of naive- and non-evaluators as persons to keep
distance from and persons to compare oneself with. On the
other hand, the skeptical evaluator is defined by low trust and
high agency. Persons in this group do not really trust anything
they encounter, but they are simultaneously very invested in
evaluating information themselves. Lastly, confident evaluators
consider themselves capable of evaluating information, and they
put their trust in authoritative information.

Dunning-Kruger Effect

Another useful perspective for this article is the Dunning-Kruger
effect. Coined by Kruger and Dunning (1999), this term explains
how people tend to “hold overly favorable views of their abilities
in many social and intellectual domains” (Kruger and Dunning,
1999:1121). Their study reveals that this overestimation generally
appears when people with low ability for a task overrate their own
ability and, on the contrary, people with high ability for a task
generally underestimate their own ability. In a study on public
opinion about vaccination policies, Motta et al. (2018) argue that
the Dunning-Kruger effect can help explain public opposition to
vaccination policies. More than a third of the respondents in their
study thought that they knew as much or more than doctors and
scientists about the cause of autism (Motta et al., 2018).

METHODOLOGY

Design

In this study, we used an exploratory sequential mixed methods
design (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). We adopted the mixed
method definition used by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003). The
idea of mixed methods is that by collecting both qualitative
and quantitative data, we can neutralize their weaknesses
(Creswell and Creswell, 2018) and enhance the understanding
of a phenomenon (Gratton and Jones, 2004). The project first
began with a qualitative phase of focus group interviews. This
was followed by a quantitative phase with a questionnaire
built on the participants’ views from the first phase and,
finally, additional focus group interviews. The design could be
described as QUAL — quan (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003).
The sample scheme was simple, which means that the desired
population (i.e., equestrians) had an equal and independent
chance of participating in the study (Tashakkori and Teddlie,
2003; Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Further, we kept in mind that
the triangulation of data could support the researchers to describe
the phenomenon in greater detail. To maintain transparency of
the triangulation, we thoroughly outlined the data collection and
data analysis (Pluye et al., 2018) below.
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FIGURE 1 | Information assessment stereotypes matrix (Haider and Sundin, 2020: 12).

Data Collection and Sample Selection

The first round of qualitative data was collected through focus
group interviews conducted between March and June 2017,
wherein we interviewed equestrians studying at upper secondary
schools with an equestrian sports profile in Sweden (ie.,
equestrians in the same age group with similar experiences with
horses and riding). After completing the first round of qualitative
data collection, we analyzed and discussed the material and
preliminary findings. As the first round of interviews were
conducted with a rather homogenous group of equestrians,
the initial analysis indicated a clear need for posing questions
to a broader population of equestrians with different levels of
experience and in different age groups. To achieve this, we
constructed a questionnaire and conducted a quantitative study
in the second quantitative phase.

The questionnaire was constructed to expand the qualitative
findings and the knowledge of social media habits among
a broader group of equestrians. A post with a link to the
online questionnaire was available on the Facebook page of the
research project from 7 May 2018 to 30 September 2018. The
questionnaire was also shared by the Swedish and Norwegian
Equestrian Federations through their social media accounts.
In addition, it was disseminated with the help of the Swedish
equestrian centers Ridskolan Strémsholm and Flyinge AB. This
manner of dissemination and convenience-sampling allowed us
to reach a large group of people. In the third and last phase of data
collection, we conducted more focus group interviews to deepen
our understanding of how equestrians use ICTs.

The second set of interviews and third phase of the data
collection were conducted between August and December
2018. The interviewees were equestrians studying at the
upper secondary level in Sweden and Norway (n = 39), students

at riding schools in Sweden and Norway (n = 31), and horse
owners in Sweden and Norway (n = 33).

Focus Group Interviews
The interview material consists of 12 semi-structured focus
group interviews in Norway (n = 47) and 16 focus group
interviews in Sweden (1 = 56) (2-6 participants in each group).
The interviewees were recruited by contacting gatekeepers at
upper secondary schools with an equestrian sports profile, riding
schools, and private stables. The gatekeepers identified interested
individuals who were willing to partake in the interviews. All
interviewees were thoroughly informed about the aim and
nature of the study and signed an informed consent form. The
interviews lasted between 20 and 60 min (average duration of
56 min) and were of a semi-structured character. In focus group
interviews, the researcher assembles a group of people who
were to discuss a given subject (Wibeck, 2010). The word focus
indicates that the discussion centers on a predetermined topic. In
our study, we constructed an interview guide to ensure a focused
discussion on the research topic. However, the interviewees
discussed the topics of the guide freely and had plenty of room
to elaborate on the topics without the influence of the researcher.
The interview guide consisted of questions in three categories.
The first category included open introductory questions relating
to how the interviewees were engaged with horses and riding,
why they chose to engage in equestrian sports, and whether they
had any equestrian role model(s). The second category comprised
questions about the interviewees habits in relation to social
media, namely, what type of platforms they used; how much
time they spent on these platforms; and what content relating
to equestrianism they generally read, engaged with, and created
on these platforms. Finally, there were questions regarding
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knowledge, social media, and equestrianism. The interviewees
discussed whether they believe that one could gather knowledge
about horses and riding through social media, whether they used
social media to retrieve knowledge about horses and riding, and
what type of content they collected and produced. The interview
guide was tested in a focus group interview and was evaluated
afterward by the research group. No revisions were needed, and
the same guide was used for the additional interviews.

Analyzing focus group interviews primarily entails coding the
material, dividing it into units, and searching for trends and
patterns (Wibeck, 2010). Thus, the interviews were recorded,
transcribed, and subjected to thematic analysis (Clarke and
Braun, 2018) using the qualitative data analysis program
Nvivol2. During the transcription process, we pseudonymized
the interviewees. The transcripts were read and re-read several
times by two of the authors.

Questionnaire

The online questionnaire consisted of 44 questions aiming to
investigate the way in which equestrians in Sweden and Norway
use ICTs in relation to their interest in horses and riding. In
this article, we used 10 questions of relevance for the aim of
the article. The first set of questions was designed to inform
us about the participants’ background, including gender, age,
and country. The second part was designed to establish the
participants’ experience in equestrian sport, and the third part
was designed to explore equestrians’ use of ICTs in general
and in relation to horses. The inclusion criteria consisted of
respondents > 16 years of age living in Sweden or Norway. The
exclusion criteria consisted of respondents failing to report age,
gender, and country.

First, we performed a descriptive analysis using
crosstabulation, followed by a correlation analysis to investigate
the relationship between ICT use and age and also horse
experience. Both age and horse experience were divided into
three categories. For age, the categories were low = 15-18 years,
medium = 19-30 years, and high > 30 years. Horse experience
is defined by how many years of experience the respondents have
with horses and riding, so the categories were low < 5 years,
medium = 6-16 years, and high > 16 years. The analysis was
performed using IBM SPSS version 27.

We merged the responses to the following two open-ended
questions to represent the type of ICTs equestrians use to find
knowledge about horses: “What type of internet platforms do
you use to find knowledge about horses?” and “What type of
SNS do you use to find knowledge about horses?” The open-
ended questions were then re-coded into nine manifest codes
using thematic analysis (Clarke and Braun, 2018). The first
four manifest codes were based on existing definitions of ICTs
(Nicholas and Rowlands, 2011; McCay-Peet and Quan-Haase,
2017), namely, (1) social network sites (SNS), (2) media sharing,
(3) blogs and forum, and (4) collaborative authoring. The five
additional manifest codes were constructed and identified as (5)
IRL (in real life), (6) official websites, (7) research, (8) commercial
websites, and (9) search engines. We merged and analyzed the
data using Microsoft Excel version 16.53. Table 1 below shows
what types of sources guided the construction of themes.

TABLE 1 | Number (and percentage of) users using different types of information
and communications technologies (ICTs) to obtain information on horses and
riding.

Type of ICT N* (%) Examples of ICTs

Search engines 487 (33.38) Google, Safari

SNS 454 (31.12) Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat
Commercial websites 344 (23.58) Hippson, Agria

Official websites 253 (17.34) ridsport.se, rytter.no

Research 207 (14.19) SLU, Héstsverige.se, Jordbruksverket
Media sharing 151 (10.35) YouTube, Podcasts

Blogs and forum 103 (7.06) Bukefalos, Flashback

In real life 15 (1.03) Asking a trainer or talking to a friend
Collaborative authoring 10 (0.69) Wikipedia

*N = 1,459. The respondents reported several ICTs; therefore, the total number of
responses may exceed the total number of respondents (the proportion is calculated in
relation to the total number of respondents).

Overall, 1,655 respondents replied, and after the exclusion
process, 1,459 respondents remained. The sample had a mean age
of 41.3 years (SD = + 14.6), ranging between 16 and 77 years
(95.9% respondents identified as female). A total of 1,170 lived in
Sweden and 365 in Norway.

RESULTS

Online Repertoires Among Equestrians
Initially, we asked the respondents in the questionnaire what
type of ICTs they use to obtain information about horses
and riding. On the question “Do you use SNS in general?,
1,425 (97.7%) of the respondents answered “yes” and 34 (2.3%)
answered “no.” They were also asked if they used SNS to find
knowledge about horses, for which 688 (47.2%) answered “yes,”
549 (37.6%) answered “no,” and 222 (15.2%) failed to report.
When asked if they use the internet to find knowledge about
horses, 1,102 (75.5%) answered “yes,” 135 (9.3%) answered “no,”
and 222 (15.2%) failed to report. In comparison to the study
by Lofgren et al. (2016), where 86% of the respondents stated
that they used the internet as a horse-health information source,
fewer of the respondents in this study reported to use ICTs as
knowledge platforms. We wanted to increase the understanding
about equestrians’ online repertoires and their use of different
types of online platforms, not only their use of SNS. Therefore, we
merged the responses to the two open-ended questions regarding
(1) the type of SNS they use to obtain information about horses
and riding (n = 615) and (2) the type of internet platforms they
use to obtain information about horses and riding (n = 925).
Table 1 (below) shows an overview of the results of the manifest
coding from these two questions.

The overview of the ICTs used to obtain information about
horses and riding shows that search engines (such as Google)
are the most used ICT, SNS (such as Facebook and Instagram)
come in second place, and the third most used ICT is commercial
websites. Even though the questionnaire focused on the use of
ICTs, a few (15) respondents chose to answer that they would
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rather acquire information about horses and riding from “live
sources” such as their trainer or a friend in the stable.

Similar to the questionnaire, the focus group interviews show
that many of the equestrians use ICTs, such as search engines,
rather than SNS, for example, Facebook and Instagram, as a
source of information on horses and riding. This is how a group
of interviewees discusses whether they obtain knowledge about
horses and riding through ICTs:

Researcher: Would you say that you can obtain knowledge
about horses and riding by being active on the internet and
social media?

RI: 'm not very active on social media, so I don’t get very
much from there. But I google a little here and a little there,
but not that much information appears and it’s very different
information, because people have so many different views
about horses and riding. So, I don’t take it very seriously.
I mostly listen to different experiences from people here at
my stable.

R2: For me, it’s the same, I don’t google that much, I talk to the
ones I know.

R3: I use the internet a lot and google a lot. I get a lot of
information and have used the internet for many years and
use sites that I know are serious. Of course, there are many
forums where people express different viewpoints about lots
of different things, so it’s very important to use your common
sense and “gut feeling.” I'm used to animals, and I'm brought
up ata farm. So, I collect alot of information from the internet,
social media, and internet forums.

The three focus group participants quoted above emphasize that
it is imperative to be aware that not everything, or even very little,
of the information produced, shared, and discussed on ICTs can
be trusted. A key feature in many of the focus group discussions
around their online repertoires is that it could be risky and simply
dumb to rely too much on what is written on, for example, blogs
and forums and in Facebook groups. However, there are groups
of interviewees who indicate that they do use ICTs as a source for
knowledge and that this is indeed common among equestrians.
In fact, many of the participants in the focus groups state that
“other equestrians” use ICTs to obtain knowledge on horses and
riding even if they do not do it themselves. When they confess
that they do use ICTs, just like R3 expresses above, they find it
important to mention that one needs to have a certain amount of
experience with horses (i.e., agency) to be able to assess and use
the information in a correct and safe way. Further, the equestrians
express that they mostly listen to, and rely on, equestrians they
know. For example, friends or coaches who they meet at the stable
or at the riding school.

The equestrians seem to be hesitant to ask questions through,
SNS but are more comfortable with asking search engines such
as Google their horse-related questions. We argue that this
might be because they are critical against the credibility of
information on SNS. Another explanation could be that one
does not want to be personally associated with the question, the
answers, or the persons behind the answers. In this case, it is
perhaps safer and more comfortable to ask Google, where the
question will not be seen by anyone but the search engine (and

the commercial interests behind it). This indicates that there
are norms regarding how equestrians should, or perhaps rather
should not, obtain information about horses and riding. Many of
the participants in this study claim that they would rather not
use ICTs at all to obtain information about horses and riding.
Therefore, we argue that it is more appropriate to use the term
(online) learning repertoires, with brackets around online, when
discussing knowledge exchange among equestrians. The brackets
indicate that equestrians’ learning repertoires only to some extent
include ICTs. It is also possible that there is a need to differentiate
equestrians’ learning repertoires online and offline. For example,
previous research shows that equestrians are more hesitant to use
SNS as a source of information on horses’ injuries and diseases
compared to more general information about horses and riding
(Broms et al.,, 2021). To further investigate equestrians’ (online)
learning repertoires and what defines their choice of sources for
horse-related knowledge, we will discuss results on what type of
information sources equestrians trust in the following section.

Agency and Trust

As mentioned previously, the interviewees underline that it is
important for them to have someone around them that they
can ask for advice, preferably a friend with more experience,
an educated trainer, or a veterinarian. Having other, more
knowledgeable and experienced equestrians in the nearby
environment (In Real Life) gives a feeling of having a “safety net,”
as several of the participants put it. Here, two interviewees discuss
the matter:

R2: 1 think it’s important to have coaches around you.

RI: Yes, but when I lived at my father’s place, I had a long
distance to a trainer and my mother, so then I thought it was
really good with the internet, but here it's another thing. [she is
currently a student at an equestrian upper secondary school.]
R2: Yes, here we have coaches to ask all the time and then you
don’t need to look for answers on the internet. But if you are
located at a place without a coach, it can be really good to look
for advice on the internet.

The importance of having people to ask is also underlined in
another interview:

RI: Not everyone has knowledgeable horse people around
them. They live out in the woods and have their parents or
someone else and do not know a lot. They may not have so
many people around them and then social media becomes
the thing.

The quotations show that it is important for equestrians to have
sources of knowledge available around them. However, not any
kind of sources will do; they have to be sources that they trust.
The question here is, who do equestrians trust and why? Our
interviewees explain that they would rather have access to sources
of knowledge through persons in their nearby environment than
use ICTs to obtain the information. However, they are convinced
that other equestrians use ICTs as a platform for knowledge
exchange. Some of the participants express how they have used
ICTs when they did not have access to someone to ask at the time
(for example, a friend in the stable). These results are in line with
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previous studies showing that ICTs are not the most preferred
information source for equestrians (Hockenhull and Creighton,
2013; cf. Bolwell et al., 2013; Lofgren et al., 2016). This study,
together with previous research, show that equestrians generally
trust and prefer to collect information from authoritative horse-
people, such as veterinarians, trainers, and more experienced
equestrians. However, as mentioned by the interviewee above,
not everyone has this support in their immediate surroundings.

Many of the participants in this study express that they have
the ability to critically evaluate and assess information. As with
many of the respondents in the questionnaire, the interviewees
in the quotes above express that they are rather skeptical, but at
the same time, they do seem to use ICTs to obtain information
about horses and riding, at least to some extent. Most of the
participants are rather confident and aware of the need for critical
assessment when it comes to obtaining information through
ICTs. Accordingly, many of them can be described as either
confident or skeptical evaluators. We see that they hold a high
degree of agency or, at least, they believe so themselves. On the
other hand, there are participants who show naive characteristics,
at least to some extent. For example, two interviewees discuss
that they do not turn to ICTs (more specifically SNS) to obtain
knowledge, but sometimes they just stumble upon something
useful without really realizing it at the time. To further analyze
critical assessment behavior among equestrians, we believe that
it is necessary to create increased understanding of what agency
means for equestrians. Here, it is interesting to mention the
Dunning-Kruger effect, as critical assessment is a concept most
of the equestrians seem to be very confident in. In addition,
we question if they are overestimating their abilities to critically
assess information distributed on ICTs. We will discuss this
further below.

In general, the participants have low trust in other equestrians’
capabilities to critically assess information. These “other groups”
are often mentioned as less experienced, too young, or too
old to have the capability to be source critical enough. Many
interviewees say that they would not use social media to obtain
information about, for example, injured horses themselves.
However, they are certain that “other riders” do so. Namely,
these “other riders” are claimed to have a lack of agency and
are used or seen as “strawmen” by other groups of equestrians.
Below, a group of interviewees discusses who these “other
equestrians” are:

Researcher: Are there many riders who turn to social media
when they, for example, have an injured horse?

RI1: Yes, many do.

R2: It's like very accessible to do so...and you get
quick responses.

Researcher: Who do you think are doing it?

R2: T think its people who don’t have that much knowledge
about horses.

R3: Yes, it’s often like rich parents who have a child that likes
horses, so they buy a horse, and if they’re not knowledgeable
and realize that the horse is lame or sick, they don’t know
better or aren’t educated enough to know that the best thing
to do is to call a vet. And then they go for the simple solution
and google the symptom to see what it could be.

R4: Yes, there’s many people who act like that.

R2: But it can have an economical aspect as well. There are
those who don’t want to call a vet because it's expensive,
and then they ask people if they have been through a similar
situation with their horse and ask if they think you should call
the vet.

The interviewees are convinced that one needs a certain amount
of experience with horses to be able to use ICTs to obtain and
exchange knowledge about horses and riding in a safe way.
Therefore, we argue that equestrian agency involves, above all,
practical experience with horses. However, agency likely also
includes horse-related education, but this is not something that
the participants mention in this study. Imagined affordances is,
as presented above, a notion explaining how people shape their
media environments, perceive them, and have agency within
them (Nagy and Neff, 2015). Here, we clearly see that practical
experience is a part of equestrians’ imagined affordances. The
interviewees also mention that equestrians who cannot afford,
for example, veterinary fees, might consult other (online) sources
instead. In other words, there might be a risk that horse-owners
or riders with limited economic recourses might have no other
choice than consulting ICTs in some situations. Does this mean
that ICTs are more important than knowledge recourses for
those with limited economic recourses? This question needs to
be further investigated because this is not something that we
have explicitly asked about. Further, the interviewees seem quite
confident that they possess the right amount of experience (i.e.,
they have equestrian agency) themselves. Based on the qualitative
results, it is therefore interesting to see whether there is any
correlation between equestrians’ use of ICTs and SNS and their
age and horse-related experience. The quantitative results are
shown in Tables 2, 3 below, introduced by a description of
the main results.

Table 2 shows that 97.7% of all respondents (N = 1,459) use
SNS in general, and 55.6% report that they use SNS to obtain
knowledge about horses and riding. Table 2 also shows that it is
more common to use ICTs rather than SNS to specifically obtain
horse-related knowledge. There is a difference in relation to age
(low, medium, and high) in the responses to the question “Use of
SNS to obtain horse-knowledge” (chi-square = 6.329, df = 2, p
= 0.042). This means that there is a difference between the use of
SN as a source of knowledge between the different age groups,
where the younger equestrians use SNS to a higher degree than
the older. However, the difference is weak since phiis < 0.1 (phi
= 0.129). Notably, no significant difference was found relating to
the use of ICTs as a source of knowledge between the age groups.

Table 3 shows that there is no significant difference in relation
to horse experience and use of SNS in general. However, there
was a significant difference between the three experience levels
in the responses to the question “Use SNS to obtain horse-
knowledge” (chi-square = 19.833, df = 2, p = < 0.001). However,
this correlation is low (phi = 0.072). Compared to the medium-
experience and high-experience groups, a higher percentage
of respondents in the low-experience group has responded
that they use SNS to obtain knowledge. This result is in line
with the interviewees’ claim that it is mostly less-experienced
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TABLE 2 | Characteristics of Swedish and Norwegian riders’ use of ICTs in
relation to age.

TABLE 4 | The theme accessibility.

Characteristics Age low Age Age high All P-value
(n =129) medium (n =1,042) (1,459)
n (%) (n =288) n (%) n (%)
n (%)
Use SNS in 0.061
general
Yes 129 (100) 284 (98.6) 1,012(97.1) 1,425
(97.7)
No 0(0) 4(1.4) 30 (2.9) 34 (2.3)
Use SNS to 0.042
obtain horse-
knowledge*
Yes 70(66.7) 136 (56.9) 482 (54) 688 (55.6)
No 35(33.3) 103 (43.1) 411(46.0) 549 (44.4)
Use ICTs to 0.465
obtain horse-
knowledge™
Yes 89(85.6) 215(90.0) 798 (89.3) 1.102
(89.1)
No 15 (14.4) 24 (10.0) 96 (10.7) 135 (10.9)

Note: Confidence intervals (95% Cl). p < 0.05. *Missing values = 222. **Missing
values = 222.

TABLE 3 | Characteristics of Swedish and Norwegian riders’ use of ICTs in
relation to horse experience.

Characteristics Experience Experience Experience Al P-value
low medium high (1,459)
(n=35) (n=317) (N=1,107) n (%)
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Use SNS in 0.182
general
Yes 34(97.1) 354(99.2) 1,077 (97.3) 1,425
97.7)
No 1.9 3(0.9) 30 (2.7) 34 (2.3)
Use SNS to <0.001
obtain horse-
knowledge*
Yes 21(80.8) 170(64.9) 497 (52.4) 688 (55.6)
No 5(19.2)  92(35.1) 452 (47.6) 549 (44.4)
Use the internet 0.464

to obtain horse-

knowledge**

Yes 22(84.6) 239(90.9) 841 (88.7) 1,102
(89.1)

No 4(15.4)  30(10.1)  113(11.4) 148(11.3)

Note: Confidence intervals (95% Cl). p < 0.05. *Missing values = 222. **Missing values
=222.

equestrians who use SN to specifically obtain information about
horses and riding.

A comparison between Tables2, 3 shows that 80.8% of
respondents with low experience report that they use SNS
to obtain knowledge about horses and riding, and 66.7% of
respondents in the low-age group do the same. These results

A ibility

Access to simplified information  There is certainly a lot that could be simplified

and accessible through apps etc.

There is a page missing where you can find
“everything.”
Access to reliable information I'm lacking access to new research and
discoveries that are easily accessible from
reliable sources. Not only things that someone
“thinks” or “has experience in” but something
that there is actually evidence for!
There is a lot, but it is not available to everyone,
such as scientific studies.

indicate that riders with a low degree of experience are more
likely to turn to SNS to obtain knowledge about horses and
riding than riders in the youngest age group. Furthermore, a
comparison between the two tables shows similar-to-identical
results between the age groups and experience groups in terms
of the use of ICTs as a source of knowledge. Thus, the results
from both the quantitative and qualitative study underline that
equestrians with less experience are more likely to turn to SNS
to obtain information about horses and riding. As we measure
experience according to how many years the respondent has had
riding and dealing with horses, many respondents in the low-
experience group also inevitably belong to the low-age group.
This means that the online repertoires for the younger age groups
may be similar to those for inexperienced riders. Thus, it is
likely that respondents in both groups will keep on using ICTs
to obtain information about horses and riding when they get
older and more experienced. These results are in line with Bolwell
etal’s (2013) argument about age demographics in relation to the
use of SNS as knowledge platforms, where most of the younger
respondents prefer to use SNS.

Accessibility and Trust
To further deepen our understanding of equestrians’ (online)
learning repertoires, the respondents were asked whether there
was a lack of information about horses and riding on ICTs. Out
of 1,129 responses, only 324 (28.7%) answered “yes.” In other
words, most of them were content with the information they
could find online. In addition, the respondents who answered
“yes” were asked to describe the type of information they were
lacking. A few of the respondents noted that they did not know
what type of information they were lacking. An analysis of the
responses to the aforementioned question revealed two themes:
accessibility and trust. Since the answers were rich in content
and give an in-depth understanding of the type of information
equestrians are missing on ICTs, each theme is represented in
the quotes shown in Tables 4, 5 below. Table 4 shows quotes
representing the first theme, accessibility, which is divided into
two categories: “access to simplified information” and “access to
reliable information.”

As presented in Table 4, the results show that the respondents
want accessible information about horses and riding, but not
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TABLE 5 | The theme trust.

Trust

Mistrust (How is this true?) | would like an 1,177* for horses. Information

that one can trust.

Horse feed, all sites are connected to brands
that want to sell a product. | wish for an
impartial site.

Above all, the scientific and evidence-based
perspective. HdstSverige is good, but there is
so much information that is based on personal
opinion online, and advice that is not correct at
all. It's scary when people take advice on horse
health from anyone and do not consult their
veterinarian first.

Distrust (How is this false?) There is a lot of information, but a large part is

contradictory or not accurate.

Do not know, but far too many ignorant people
without either common sense or horse
experience spread their incorrect knowledge,
and people believe them. Everything from
theories about feed, hoof care, wound care,
and general care of the horse to riding training
and handling!

Most of it is rubbish, loose opinions, or advice
that is based on someone’s experience of their
own horse. It is difficult to assess whether a
particular site is serious and of high quality.

*1,177 is the Swedish emergency/medical call center.

any kind of information. They seek reliable information that
is accessible to everyone. The questionnaire shows that, rather
than pointing to specific information, several of the respondents
emphasize the importance of knowing whether the information
found on ICTs can be verified. Evidently, there are equestrians
who are interested in using ICTs to obtain knowledge about
horses. However, there are others who are critical of information
shared on ICTs and underline that no more sites are needed
because horsemanship, riding, and the work around the stable
cannot be taught on the internet at all. Table 5 shows responses
in relation to the second theme, trust, and just like Table 4 above,
this theme is divided into two categories. The two categories
are based on Haider and Sundin’s (2020) theoretical implications
around mistrust and distrust.

Many participants in this study express that they are lacking
research- or evidence-based information about horses and riding
on ICTs. These respondents stress that there is too much
unverified information and information based on what people
think and like that are available on ICTs. Table 5 shows responses
related to both mistrust and distrust. The responses related to
mistrust express a clear need for trustworthy sources online. On
the other hand, the responses in the category distrust showcase
some respondents’ belief that most information online is rubbish
or simply not accurate. We argue that this lack of trust is part of
the equestrian community’s imagined affordances.

According to the equestrians in our study, it is particularly
problematic to have non-trustworthy information about horse
injuries or diseases circulating online. They stress that this

may negatively impact horse welfare. Further, the respondents
expressed that they seek information on how to set up training
plans and more in-depth information on how to train horses
and riders created by educated coaches. Some of the participants
point to how difficult it can be to know whether certain
information on, for example, horse feed and equipment can be
trusted as there are commercial agents on the internet spreading
information about their products. Just like in the quantitative
data, the focus group participants express that there is a clear
need for a platform or even several platforms where you can
find trustworthy information about horses and riding through
ICTs. The participants in both the quantitative and qualitative
study say that they want quick access to information that
they can rely on—perhaps a kind of horse Wikipedia (as the
interviewees express below) or 1,177 (as expressed in Table 5
above). This is how a couple of equestrians respond during
a focus group interview when they are asked whether they
are missing something regarding information about horses and
riding online:

Researcher: Is there anything missing in your opinion?

R4: Yes, that would be a page that is based on facts that you
could really trust.

R3: It should be a page like a horse Wikipedia where it says
who has been writing it and when.

Another respondent addresses the need for a place online where
equestrians can ask questions and where only true experts
can respond:

R2: But the question that you had before, whether there is
something lacking, perhaps a safe zone is needed. I imagine a
webpage where one could ask questions to experts who answer
on their time off or something. But it’s only experts that can
respond to the questions. Because then you perhaps only get
like three responses instead of three hundred.

The results in this article show that equestrians individual factors
of online repertoires are defined by curiosity (to take part in
others’ experience), an eagerness to learn new things about horses
and riding (to extend the knowledge about horses and riding),
and availability (because information online is easily accessible
and, in many cases, a quicker way to retrieve information than,
for instance, by reading a book). Furthermore, trust, or perhaps
the lack of trust toward online sources, is central when mapping
equestrians’ (online) learning repertoires. The lack of trust
toward the available online sources’ indicates that the structural
factors (i.e., the types and quality of online sources available to
specific users) is a pressing issue in the equestrian community.
The equestrians express an increased need for trustworthy,
reliable, and accessible sources of information online.

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

By analyzing equestrians’ online repertoires (outcomes of
structural, positional, and individual factors), this article
contributes with increased knowledge and understanding of
equestrians’ online habits. First, this study shows that the
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participants are generally not satisfied with the availability and
the quality of horse-related online content. We argue that the
underdeveloped structural factors in relation to horse-related
information online leads equestrians to turn to search engines
(such as Google), SNS (such as Facebook and Instagram), and
commercial websites instead of official websites and research.
Second, this article shows that horse experience is the most
important positional factor in the equestrian community. Horse
experience seems to influence everyday online repertoires
among equestrians. That is, the results reveal that online
repertoires differ between equestrians with different levels of
horse experience. Riders with less experience turn to SNS to
a higher extent than riders with more experience. Third, the
individual factors of online repertoires are defined by curiosity,
eagerness to learn new things, and availability of information.
The qualitative study also shows that economic conditions may
play a role in relation to individual factors. We argue that
the increased knowledge of equestrians’ online repertoires may
support the equestrian community to further understand in
what way equestrians negotiate and renegotiate the meanings
of technology. According to Nagy and Neff (2015) imagined
affordances helps us to understand the complex nature of
the relationship between humans and technology and offers a
framework for studying the gap between users experience of
technologies and the features or qualities of the technology. As
discussed above, there are studies on how equestrians in different
countries and contexts search for, and prioritize knowledge about
horses and riding obtained online (Bolwell et al., 2013; Bystrom
et al.,, 2015; Lofgren et al., 2016; Dashper, 2017; Hii et al., 2020;
Broms et al., 2021; Radmann et al., 2021), but there are no studies
on how equestrians navigate the cultural and social aspects in
the equestrian community on the one hand and the features
and qualities offered to equestrians, on the other hand, through
technology. With our results on equestrians’ online repertoires
and further discussion in connection to imagined affordances,
we argue that we have taken a first stance toward new ways
of understanding in what way equestrians shape their media
environments, perceive them, and have agency within them.

In addition, the results indicate that equestrians find the
ability to assess information as an important yet challenging task.
However, here, we see the results pointing in different directions.
On the one hand, many equestrians clearly express that they
would rather stay away from obtaining information about horses
and riding on ICTs. On the other hand, the data, together with
previous research, indicates that many equestrians see ICTs as
important platforms for discussing and exchanging information
about horses and riding (cf. Bystrom et al., 2015; Dashper, 2017;
Broms et al., 2021; Radmann et al., 2021). Many participants
in this study see ICTs as an ideal place to get inspiration from
other riders and to stay up to date with what is going on in the
equestrian world. At the same time, they express that they want
to stay away from using it as a space for knowledge exchange.
This is because they see ICTs as an unsafe space where too
much false information is produced and shared by other, mostly
more inexperienced, equestrians. The results in this study show
that the term (online) learning repertoires is appropriate when
discussing the relationship (or sometimes, rather, clash) between

the traditional culture in equestrian sport and the contemporary
media user. The brackets around the word online represents how
the equestrians in this study clearly express that their learning
repertoires do not only contain online sources.

We suggest that the notion of (online) learning repertoires
help us deepen the understanding about the complex relationship
between equestrians and ICTs as knowledge platforms. As
previously mentioned, equestrian online repertoires are currently
defined by unsatisfying quality and availability, the influence of
horse experience, and an eagerness to obtain new information
about horses and riding. Here, the abovementioned complexity
around imagined affordances and, ultimately, the space between
the users’ (ie., equestrians’) perception and reception of
technologies becomes visible. The interviewees expressed
eagerness to learn new things about horses and riding clashes
with their arguments concerning the lack of available and
reliable sources of information online. To further understand this
complex issue, we have analyzed the types of knowledge sources
that are prioritized and trusted among equestrians.

The results show that accessibility, agency, and trust are
key terms when mapping equestrians’ preferred knowledge
platforms. Further, in line with Haider and Sundin’s (2020)
study, the confident and skeptical evaluators were positioned
as ideals, something to strive for, whereas the naive and non-
evaluators are examples of what others do, something from
which to keep distance. In general, the participants in this study
see themselves as confident evaluators with a high degree of
agency (i.e., experience with horses). In contrast, they see other
groups of equestrians, specifically more inexperienced riders,
as naive or non-evaluators incapable of assessing information
obtained through ICTs. These results indicate that it may be
stigmatizing to openly communicate that one goes online to
gain knowledge about equestrianism, at least if one is not that
experienced with horses. Thus, it may be more suitable to put the
brackets around learning so the expression is online (learning)
repertoires, showing that equestrians only sometimes go online
to obtain information about horse and riding. Concurrently,
findings in both the qualitative and quantitative data show that
equestrians with low experience are more likely to use SNS
to obtain horse-related knowledge, something that could be
understood by using the Dunning-Kruger effect. However, due
to a low response rate among equestrians with low experience in
this study, further research is needed to strengthen the knowledge
on the relation between lack of experience and the use of SNS to
obtain knowledge on horses and riding. As previously stated, the
inexperienced equestrians in our study are mainly in the low-age
group (i.e., young).

The qualitative study supports the quantitative results.
Namely, the interviewees argue that riders who lack experience
and support from other more experienced equestrians are more
likely to turn to ICTs and, more specifically, SNS to obtain
information about equestrianism. The interviewees also point out
that less experienced riders and riders without the economical
recourses to consult a professional are more likely to consult with
online sources such as Facebook groups. Thus, we conclude from
the results that the focus around knowledge exchange and the
development of information within the equestrian community
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should be on experience and recourses (or rather lack thereof)
rather than age. We argue that simplified, accessible, and reliable
information on horses and riding available through ICTs can
prevent the decrease of quality care for horses, of which the
equine industry has been warning about.

Further, we argue that equestrians’ hesitance in using ICTs
as a source of knowledge, their confidence in being capable of
critically assessing information obtained through ICTs, and their
view on other equestrians lack of capability in critically assessing
information obtained through ICTs are all things that permeate
contemporary stable culture(s). According to Haider and Sundin
(2020), the shift from mistrust to distrust, in terms of critical
assessment behavior, leads to a decreased trust in institutions and
the media. However, the results in this article raise the question
of whether the distrust is directed toward equestrians outside
of ones nearby environment rather than toward institutions.
Finally, our findings in relation to (online) learning repertoires
or online (learning) repertoires among equestrians have the
following implications: Is it not better for institutions to work
with ICTs instead of being critical and asking riders to refrain
from using them? In addition, if ICTs are not seen as trustworthy,
our results indicate a riskier situation where a lack of trustworthy
online platforms for information exchange on equestrianism
might lead equestrians increasingly to turn to friends in the
stable. Is that better than turning to reliable online sources? We
argue that these questions need further focus in coming studies.

As concluding remarks, todays online media landscape
facilitates communication on how sports practitioners can
develop in their sport. In addition, there is a need for sports and
educational institutions to see the increased role of the individual
as “a facilitator of knowledge” through ICTs. Even if equestrian
sport is unique in terms of the human-horse relationship, where
the human must always have the horse’s welfare in mind, our
study shows that ICTs play a role in the development and
exchange of knowledge within sports in a wider perspective.
Therefore, we suggest further studies within sports sciences to
focus on the relationship between the construction, mediation,
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