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Ever since Se Ri Pak won the 1998 LPGA (Ladies Professional Golf Association)
Championship, the popularity of golf as a leisure sport for both women and men has risen
exponentially in South Korea. Especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, the average
age of Korean golfers has become younger, and golf has become one of the most popular
contactless sports among millennials, who also enjoy posting content on social media to express
their financial power and uniqueness (Han, 2021). This shift in golfers' ages and active social
media postings led to the extraordinary growth of Korea's golf market (Han, 2021). This study
builds on the phenomenon of South Korean professional golfers' influence on general public golf
popularity. Our study focuses on female and male athletic representation and fan engagement on
the photograph-based platform Instagram (Toffoletti & Thorpe, 2018). Social media, such as
Instagram, enables athletes to freely share aspects of their identity and personal life with their
fans that are not typically showcased in mainstream media (Lebel & Danylchuk, 2012;
Sanderson, 2014). Based on Goffman's (1959) self-presentation theory (the idea that people act
as performers, expressing their identity through non-verbal and verbal messages), this study
examines the Instagram feeds of the Korean female and male professional golfers to compare
and contrast how athletes' gender and fashion play different roles in professional athletes' self-
branding and fan engagement. While many studies have been conducted on how athletes use
social media for branding and self-presentation (Geurin-Eagleman & Burch, 2016; Shreftler et
al., 2016; Smith & Sanderson, 2015; Toffoletti & Thorpe, 2017), few studies have investigated
both female and male professional golfers' social media presence in terms of fashion. Therefore,
this study aims to examine Korean female and male professional golfers' social media usage
behavior, focusing on fashion to answer the following research questions: What are the
differences between female and male Korean professional golfers regarding self-presentation and
fashion shown on Instagram (RQ1)? What are the differences between female and male Korean
professional golfers regarding the relationships between the different fashions on Instagram and
their online followers' responses (comments and likes) (RQ2)?

To examine Instagram usage behavior, we selected the top five Korean female and male
professional golfers with the most Instagram followers as the sample for this study. Content
analysis methodology was employed to analyze and categorize Instagram posts over 12 months,
from January 2022 to December 2022. Previous studies in the context of sports and social media
have used the content analysis method extensively (Brown & Billings, 2013; Geurin-Eagleman
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& Burch, 2016; Smith & Sanderson, 2015; Zeng et al., 2011; Winand et al., 2019) because it is a
systematic and a scientific method to analyze the meaning of communicative content
(Krippendorft, 2019). A one-way ANOVA was conducted to measure the significant differences
between female and male professional golfers' self-presentations and fashion. Bivariate
correlation was used to determine relationships between likes and comments. Postings with
photos of golf wear and sportswear/training outfits were coded as frontstage presentations for
this study; casual and business wear were initially coded as backstage postings for both female
and male golfers, based on previous studies (Geurin-Eagleman & Burch, 2016; Smith &
Sanderson, 2015). Additional clothing categories were coded as backstage presentations for
female professional golfers.

To answer RQ1, we analyzed the differences between female and male Korean
professional golfers regarding self-presentation and fashion shown on Instagram. Out of 230
postings examined, five female professional golfers posted a total of 134 (58.2%) frontstage
images, 121 photos (52.6%) wearing golf wear and 13 (5.7%) showing them wearing
sportswear/training outfits. Male professional golfers posted 59 images, 40 of which (67.8%)
were coded as frontstage images: 36 photos (61%) wearing golf wear and 4 (6.8 %) wearing
sportswear/training outfits. For backstage presentations, female professional golfers posted 68
photos (29.6 %) wearing casual clothing and 15 (6.5 %) wearing business wear. Male
professional golfers posted 18 photos (30.5%) wearing casual clothing and one (1.6%) wearing
business wear. Our initial analysis showed that female professional golfers posted 83 (36.1%)
backstage images, and male professional golfers posted 19 (32.2%) backstage images. In their
Instagram postings, no other clothing categories were identified for male professional golfers
other than golf wear, business outfit, casual clothing, and sportswear/training outfit. Conversely,
three other clothing categories, dress, swimsuit, and costume, were identified for female
professional golfers. They posted five photos (2.2 %) wearing dresses, five (2.2 %) in swimsuits,
and three (1.3%) in traditional Korean costumes. As a result, 13 additional images were added to
female professional golfers' back-stage presentations, totaling 96 (41.7%) compared to 19
(32.2%) male professional golfers.

To answer RQ2, we analyzed the relationships between the different fashions shown on
Instagram and the responses of professional golfers' online followers (comments and likes) and
compared male and female professional golfers. A bivariate correlation revealed that the number
of likes and comments were positively correlated, r (287) = .625, p <.001 for both gender
Instagram posts. A one-way ANOVA found no significant differences between female and male
professional golfers. However, some interesting results were identified when female professional
golfers presented different clothing categories, and the numbers of likes and comments were
analyzed using descriptive statics. Despite the small number of female professional golfers'
postings (2.2 %, n= 5) of themselves wearing dresses (backstage), these had the highest average
number of likes, 12,146.75, compared to the next highest average number of likes, 10,157.14, for
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their golf wear (frontstage) postings (52.6%, n= 121). The average number of comments also
differed slightly when clothing categories were compared. The highest average number of
comments for a dress (2.2 %, n=5) also had the highest number of comments (n=337), and
interestingly, three postings with a traditional Korean costume had the next highest average
number of comments (n=247). The outfit with casual wear received the highest number of likes
(24,883) and comments (436) for female professional golfers. On the contrary, when male
professional players posted images wearing sportswear/ training outfits (frontstage), they
received the highest average number of likes (n=3,128.75) and comments (n= 84). Those male
professional golfers received the next highest average number of likes, 2083.06, for images with
casual wear (backstage), close to the second highest number of likes for golf wear (front stage)
photos at 2,012.69.

The results from this study suggest several areas of discussion and implications. More
than half of both female and male professional golfers' Instagram images were frontstage images,
indicating that Korean professional golfers prefer presenting frontstage to backstage on
Instagram. Male professional golfers showed a slightly higher percentage of frontstage postings
than female professional golfers, confirming the previous study that men are more likely to
present themselves frontstage (Trammell & Keshelashvili, 2005), also supporting earlier studies
concluding that athletes most often portray their athleticism as their public image (Krane et al.,
2010). Our study demonstrated that female professional golfers posted more backstage photos,
and additional backstage images such as dresses, swimsuits, and traditional costumes were
identified, confirming previous research that female athletes post more about their personal lives
in a non-sport setting (Geurin-Eagleman & Burch, 2016; Smith & Sanderson, 2015). Another
finding was that both frontstage and backstage images had a positive relationship with the
number of likes. This result contradicts a previous study that found a negative relationship
between frontage and the number of likes (Hahn et al., 2023). Although Geurin-Eagleman and
Clavio (2015) found that backstage presentations are more beneficial for mainstream sports
athletes to strengthen relationships with fans by sharing personal aspects of their lives, our study
found no difference between frontstage and backstage in terms of fan engagement. The current
study provides theoretical and practical implications by exploring athletes' brand image and self-
presentation on social media.

Theoretically, our study confirmed that social media, more specifically Instagram, can be
used as a new platform to study athletes' self-presentation and to understand current social media
usage trends of professional athletes and their fan engagement. This study classifies detailed
clothing items posted in Instagram posts. It identifies self-presentations that differ by gender and
contributes to expanding the theoretical framework of self-presentation and gender stereotypes
within sports social media research. The present study suggests a new insight into brand
marketing strategies via social media for both athletes and sponsors. As female professional
golfers’ posts with images of fashionable clothes are more likely to increase bonding with fans,
sports agencies or agents can consider the potential positive effects of using posts showcasing
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specific fashion items as strategic brand marketing and to connect with their fans through brand
management (Smith & Sanderson, 2015).
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