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Tourist destinations masked 
in the symbolic constructs of 
Money Heist (Netflix, 2017-2021) 
 

Abstract 

The popular Spanish fiction series Money Heist has been seen in 

more than 190 countries and has won the International Emmy 

Award for Best Drama. In 41 episodes over five seasons, a group of 

thieves dressed in red overalls and concealing their faces behind 

Salvador Dalí masks break into the Royal Mint of Spain and the 

Bank of Spain with the intention of carrying out an ambitious heist 

at each location. There are almost no product placements of real-

life tourist attractions in the narrative structure of the series. This 

article discusses whether certain symbolic constructs identified in 

Money Heist could act as tourism inducers in the same way as the 

placement of real-life locations, a practice explored extensively in 

recent research. This study finds a considerable increase in tourist 

numbers to the Royal Mint of Spain that coincided with a massive 

rise in searches on YouTube for identifying elements of the series 

and a significant correlation between those elements and Spanish 

tourist destinations on Instagram. It thus offers evidence of the 

presence of symbolic constructs that could serve as inducers of 

both domestic and international tourism to Madrid. 
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1. Tourist site placement in audiovisual narratives 

Audiovisual narratives, both fiction and non-fiction, have the power to 
create, alter and reinforce the image of a given tourist destination, moti-
vate viewers to visit it and even give meaning to the tourist experience. 
Audiovisual narrative-induced tourism has been studied extensively 
(Beeton, 2016; Connell, 2012; Croy & Heitmann, 2011). Numerous studies 
have pointed out that when a film shoot at a particular location is 
announced, one of the first actions taken by stakeholders such as 

destination management organisations (DMOs) is to examine the repercussions for tourism 
to that location (Thelen et al., 2020). 

Some researchers have found that the fact that a film has been shot at a particular 
location is the primary motivation for film tourists to visit it (Connell, 2012), while others (Croy 
& Heitmann, 2011) argue that films are often only a secondary motivation (Rittichainuwat & 
Rattanaphinanchai, 2015). The existing research identifies a wide variety of factors that can 
turn a film into a tourism inducer (Chang, 2016). Wong et al. (2018) propose two main types of 
motivations: ‘push motivations,’ which include novelty, fantasy and personal connection and 
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engagement; and ‘pull motivations,’ such as scenes or actors in films that can trigger certain 
hedonic responses and behaviours. Examples of hedonic factors are enjoying the experience 
of visiting a restaurant that appears in a film or travelling to very specific destinations in order 
to feel like a film star (Josiam et al., 2015). 

Scholars working in various fields (tourism studies, communication studies, economics, 
etc.) have explored the tourism-inducing effects of different types of audiovisual media, 
including television (Riley et al., 1998), film (Beeton, 2016; Macionis & Sparks, 2009) and the 
media in general (Iwashita, 2006). 

Film tourism is defined “as visitation of a site or location, that is or has been used for or 
is associated with filming” (Buchmann et al., 2010, p. 233), including incidental tourist 
experiences at filming locations (Croy & Buchmann, 2009; Croy & Heitmann, 2011; Macionis 
& Sparks, 2009; Rittichainuwat & Rattanaphinanchai, 2015). An audiovisual narrative can 
spark interest in the settings where its story takes place irrespective of the subject matter 
(Nieto, 2019; Croy, 2011). Film tourism is a leisure activity of increasing economic importance, 
and it has become a topic of interest in both academic studies and tourism management 
(Thelen et al., 2020; Croy & Heitmann, 2011; Kim & Park, 2023). The destinations that appear 
in films or series can have positive economic repercussions for hotels and other tourism-
related businesses at those locations (Sharma et al., 2022). 

Fiction series such as Money Heist, unlike projected cinema films, have formal and 
content characteristics (familiarity, continuity, serialisation, etc.) that contribute to the 
development of emotional involvement, which, in turn, can be more influential in deciding on 
a tourist destination. This consideration is echoed in academic research from Spain, where 
the clear distinction between film and series is considered. However, in the Anglo-Saxon 
sphere this is not the case, since, as Beeton (2016, p. 9) points out, “the concept of ‘film’ covers 
cinema, television and other projected media.” 

Film tourism is increasingly being consolidated as a common leisure activity, and it is 
one of the fastest growing niches in the tourism sector. In this type of travel, the average 
tourist makes a considerable financial investment, and for this reason it has received a lot of 
attention from companies operating in the sector (Sousa et al., 2021). This is especially important 
for countries such as Spain, which according to the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 
welcomed a total of 71.6 million tourists in 2022, second only to France  
(https://www.unwto.org/es). 

Because audiovisual narratives provide persuasive messages associated with real-life 
filming locations, they can be used as promotional support for tourism. The placement of a 
location in an audiovisual narrative can even consolidate the branding of the destination in 
question. In 2008, the screenwriter and novelist Ángeles González Sinde, who served as 
Spain’s Minister of Culture from 2006 to 2009, identified cinema as the best promotional 
showcase for a city (Martínez & Martínez, 2010). 

In keeping with the narrative location of Money Heist, Madrid as a major capital city has 
been the subject of academic research on tourism and audiovisual fiction. Madrid had its peak 
between 1960 and 1970, responding to the film industry’s need to offer profitable and exporta-
ble productions (Matellano, 2022) and involving more than fifty Madrid municipalities. 
Camarero (2018) portrays Madrid in the 1980s as the physical and human setting of a violent 
and corrupt plot in El crack (José Luis Garci, 1981). Although Madrid maintains a similar 
audiovisual productive fabric to the rest of the major European capitals (Gómez, 2021), it is 
difficult to build tourist products linked to cinema that become a main attraction in Madrid 
(Timón & Cala, 2020). With the same thesis, other researchers see a reduced practice of film 
tourism in Madrid, and a low probability of it becoming, in the short term, a relevant tourist 
product, due to the fact that the city lacks a clear tourist image and the films shot in it have 
not been able to configure a powerful and iconic filmed image that contributes to counteract 
this situation (Sáez-Cala et al., 2018). The government of Madrid has recently launched the 



Sánchez-Castillo, S., Nieto-Ferrando, J. & Gómez-Morales, B. 
Tourist destinations masked 

in the symbolic constructs of Money Heist (Netflix, 2017-2021) 

ISSN 2386-7876 ⎼ © 2024 Communication & Society, 37(2), 125-141 

127

initiative “Comunidad de Madrid Fantastic,” which proposes visits to Madrid locations that 
have hosted horror, fantasy or science fiction film shoots. The certain invisibility maintained 
by films located in Madrid with their narrative spaces, urban and geographical developments, 
may be due to the fact that “it is not that Almodovar’s Madrid is more or less similar to a real 
Madrid, but that the city and the people of Madrid have been imitating the city and the 
characters that Almodovar had dreamed of” (Escolar et al., 2023). 

The presence of a destination in audiovisual fiction production has a threefold effect: 
first, as advertising or ‘brand placement’ (Stephen et al., 2021; Srivastava, 2020; Sharma et al., 
2022); second, as a ‘movie tourism’ inducer (Sousa et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2019; Ananda et al., 
2021) and third, as a construct of the image of the location, or ‘place branding’ (Almeyda & 
George, 2017). 

According to Sousa et al. (2021) tourists’ motivations to visit a location appearing in an 
audiovisual narrative are based on four factors: 

• Location. The locations should feature attributes that are easily identifiable and appeal-
ing to the viewer, such as spectacular landscapes (Ananda et al., 2021). The study of 
narrative space in painting, literature or film has a long scientific trajectory in the so-
called “geographies of communication” (Ek, 2006; Falkheimer & Jansson, 2006), a crucial 
dialectic between geography and communication. With regard to the spatial construc-
tion in television fiction series, these show the close relationship between these spaces 
and local identity, in this case Madrid, spaces that represent a localised, current and 
recognisable geography, becoming the sole protagonists of the story and of the 
symbolic spaces (Mateos-Pérez, 2023). The spatial representations of cities are, in the 
opinion of Ruiz (2023), a decisive factor of influence on the story that is being told. 

• Performance. Some tourists visit a location in search of stories, to relive the drama of 
the screenplay and the experiences of the characters in the film, with death-defying 
adventures often being the main attraction. Film tourists consolidate tourist sites by 
imitating characters, handling props, recalling scenes, dressing up and/or posing as 
characters, and taking photographs at the filming locations (Kim, Kim & King, 2019; 
Reijnders, 2016; Rittichainuwat & Rattanaphinanchai, 2015). In this way, they establish 
an emotional connection with the site (Pan & Ryan, 2013; Roesch, 2009). 

• Personality. Strong personalities of characters in certain films can have a big influence 
on the choice of tourist destinations, when actors are able to assign powerful meanings 
to the locations through the roles they play (Tkalec et al., 2017; Li et al., 2017). Film 
tourists are likely to immerse themselves in a nostalgic atmosphere, “achieved by 
imitating the motions of main characters [and] reminiscing about the past social ethos 
or motifs” represented in the film (Kim et al., 2019, p. 249). The personal connection 
developed between viewers and the characters in the story can inspire them to travel 
to locations that appear in the audiovisual narrative (Wong et al., 2018). 

• Authenticity. Tourists assign personal meanings to certain locations, and authenticity 
thus becomes a subjective experience, a combination of the tourists’ experiences and 
the interactions inherent in them. This type of tourism is based on a desire to experi-
ence a version of the past or an attempt to experience a version of the future and to 
establish a connection between reality and fiction (Park et al., 2019), in addition to 
enjoying an authentic experience, an essential aspect of the culture of modernity (Mura, 
2015). Other types of authenticity are also considered in the research, such as authentic-
ity related to psychosocial values and behaviours (Park et al., 2019) and to the real and 
the genuine (Chhabra, 2005; Frisvoll, 2013). 

In short, the locations featured in audiovisual narratives can produce a “longing to 
connect with the imaginary world through visiting the real places, which, in turn, serve as the 
symbolic link between the real and the imaginary” (Roesch, 2009, p. 209). 
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2. Money Heist as a global phenomenon 

Money Heist (La casa de papel, 2017-2021) is a Spanish television series written and produced 
by Álex Pina and Javier Gómez Santander, comprising 41 episodes over five seasons. The series 
premiered on Atresmedia Televisión on Tuesday 2 May 2017. As luck would have it, the 
premiere date coincided with two significant anniversaries. Firstly, it coincided with the 
anniversary of the uprising against the French occupation of Madrid on 2 May 1808, an event 
that marks the confrontation of the people of Madrid against the Napoleonic troops to 
preserve the ideals of freedom and resistance of a people against the oppressor, events in 
which we discover certain analogies with the main theme of the fiction series. Secondly, the 
first episode was broadcast just after the clash of the two main Madrid teams, Real Madrid 
and Atlético de Madrid, in the semi-final of the Champions League football tournament, 
which ensured Atresmedia Televisión a large audience. 

In the first two seasons, a gang of thieves under the direction of ‘The Professor’ organises 
a meticulous plan to print 2.4 billion euros in cash in the Royal Mint of Spain in Madrid. In the 
last three seasons, their objective is to steal 90 tons of gold from the Bank of Spain, also in 
Madrid. According to Rebollo-Bueno (2018), Money Heist is presented as a cultural product 
that offers a critique of the capitalist system controlled by the ruling class. 

Money Heist was filmed at 300 locations in seven countries and has been distributed to 
190 countries. The series has 12 million followers on Instagram and 1.8 million subscribers on 
YouTube. An interview with Úrsula Corberó (who plays the character Tokyo in the series) on 
The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon (NBC, 21 December 2021) has been viewed on YouTube 
by 31 million subscribers. 

Netflix has identified Money Heist as its second most successful non-English series 
(https://top10.netflix.com/tv-non-english), with 792 million hours streamed in its first 28 
days, making it second only to Squid Game (Dong-hyuk, 2021). 

In addition to becoming a banner series for Netflix, Money Heist has been awarded an 
International Emmy for Best Drama (2018), a Platino Award for Best Miniseries or TV Series 
(2020), and a Fénix Award for Best Series (2018). The fourth season was 31.73 times more in 
demand than the average series globally, outperforming popular series such as Game of 

Thrones (2011), The Walking Dead (2010), Brooklyn Nine-Nine (2013) and Westworld (2021). 
Several scholars have considered Money Heist a worthy case study to explore questions 

related to digital streaming, copyright issues, or mass mobilization (Deniz, 2021; Sajlan, 2022; 
Točená, 2020; Edgerton, 2022; Ibarra, 2022). 

Regarding the quality of the series, some authors suggest that the fourth season of Money 

Heist benefited from increased consumption on the Netflix platform during the pandemic 
(Cristófol Rodríguez et al., 2020; Martínez-Borda et al., 2021), a coincidence that may have 
favoured its international momentum. Moreover, the change in length to adapt the series to 
international standards when Netflix acquired the rights from Antena 3 (Spain) in 2017, from 
15 episodes of 70 minutes to 22 episodes of 45 minutes, may have altered the narrative 
structure of the series, leading to occasional longer pauses causing a different placement of 
cliffhangers, and thus plot twists (van der Kint, 2021). However, the discreet audience obtained 
when the series was broadcast by Antena3 in Spain is counterbalanced by the enormous 
success achieved through Netflix, undoubtedly due to its international reach in streaming 
versus linear television (Točená, 2020). 

When Money Heist premiered on Tuesday 2 May 2017 on Antena 3, it drew an audience of 
4,900,000 viewers and a 25.1% share of the screen. With the season finale in June of the same 
year, rating and share dropped by half, 2,176,000 people and 14.7% respectively (Neira et al., 
2021). The premiere of the second season after the summer of 2017 its audience continued to 
fall compared to its competitor channels. However, twelve days after Money Heist was 
incorporated into Netflix’s offer at the end of 2017 by adjusting the length of its episodes, the 
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company announced in its letter to shareholders (corresponding to the first quarter of 2018) 
that Money Heist was already the most watched non-English language series in the history of 
the platform in a practice, that of offering viewing data in relative terms with respect to other 
programmes on the same service, which is increasingly widespread in the streaming platform 
market (Cascajosa-Virino, 2018). The broadcasting of Money Heist, on a global streaming 
platform such as Netflix, “was an obvious boost to its popularity” (Neira et al., 2021, p. 11). It 
should be remembered that technological changes have transformed production, broad-
casting and consumption practices (Cascajosa-Virino, 2016) and that the measurement of 
consumption in VOD is diffuse (disaggregated audience) but at the same time, connected to 
everyday life (Masip et al., 2019), a “gaseous audience” according to Callejo-Gallego (2019). 

The first two seasons of La casa de papel (31 episodes) were produced by the Spanish 
media group Atresmedia for a Spanish audience, with scenes shot on location in Madrid. Due 
to its extraordinary success, Netflix subsequently acquired streaming rights to bring it to an 
international audience under the English title Money Heist. No referential locations in Madrid, 
or anywhere in Spain, appear in either the first two seasons made for a local audience or the 
last three seasons targeting an international audience. Familiar Madrid locations and tourist 
attractions such as the Plaza de Toros, the Fountain of Cybele, the Puerta del Sol, or the city’s 
famous museums are all conspicuously absent. This narrative dislocation is maintained 
throughout the series. 

The narrative action takes place almost entirely in indoor settings, both in the first two 
seasons in the Royal Mint of Spain and the last three seasons in the Bank of Spain. Moreover, 
the building shown in the series to represent the mint is not in fact the Royal Mint of Spain 
but the headquarters of the Spanish National Research Council (CSIC) in Madrid. The real 
Royal Mint was not a feasible filming location for obvious questions of security, and also 
because the narrowness of the site where the building is located would have made certain 
shots and sequences very difficult to film. 

3. Symbolic constructs in Money Heist 

Some 40 years ago, George Lakoff argued that the unknown is explained through metaphor 
and the symbolic (Lakoff & Johnson, 1982). A few years later, Sackmann developed this idea, 
suggesting that metaphors create a mental image that stands in for thousands of words, 
enabling them to tell a complex story (Sackmann, 1989). 

Fahlenbrach (2005) describes audiovisual products as metaphorical processes, as mecha-
nisms of audiovisual synthesis in which acoustic and visual meanings facilitate autonomous 
semantic experiences. The notion of metaphors as symbolic constructions continues to be 
valid in the contemporary context of incessant image consumption and a social reality based 
heavily on visual language. 

According to González (1999), the spectator engages with audiovisual narratives through 
a process of imaginary and symbolic identification underpinned by the power of attraction, 
seduction, and fascination, transforming them into signs or symbols that are more evocative 
than denotative. This imaginary identification can be divided into the two categories of 
narrative identification and unconscious identification. Imaginary identification occurs on 
the conscious (i.e., cognitive) level, and has to do with the characters, settings, and events of 
the story. Unconscious identification, which is associated with emotional factors, refers to the 
existential conflicts presented in the narrative: in other words, the dramatis personae that 
shape each spectator’s experience. As Imbert (2008) points out, the contemporary context of 
hybrid narrative forms and promotional formats supports the construction of realities, 
identities, and imaginaries through symbolic processes. 

One of the most convincing aspects of Money Heist is its strongly Spanish identity and 
symbolism, which is one of the factors that makes it so attractive to international audiences. 
The series contains a number of symbolic constructs that point directly to Spanish culture 
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and identity. This study analyses these symbolic constructs, which are woven into the 
narrative at different moments over the course of the five seasons. 

The colour red is featured prominently in the series, especially in the characters’ outfits. 
Red is associated with Spain for various reasons, the most obvious being that it is one of the 
two colours on the national flag (the other is yellow). Spanish film director Pedro Almodóvar 
uses the colour red in his films to “highlight the Spanish and folkloric dimensions, and its 
intimate relationship with the capes used in bullfights and all their blood-stained iconography” 
(Bengoa, 2011). Red is also the colour of saffron and paprika, two spices considered emblem-
atic of Spain, and it is the colour associated worldwide with the Spanish national football team. 

Ever since the French Revolution of 1789, red has been considered the colour of 
revolution, representing the blood spilt by the masses in their fight for liberty. In the revolt of 
the Paris Commune in 1871, the red flag became the symbol of the uprising. Today, in protest 
demonstrations in Lebanon, Iraq, France, and Chile, people dressed in red overalls, like the 
ones worn by the characters in the series, have been visible in the crowds. It is worth 
remembering that the revolutionary movement known in Spain as ‘15M,’ launched on 15 May 
2011 by a diverse collective of organisations, arose spontaneously as a mobilisation of outraged 
citizens who had decided to camp out in Spain’s city squares. This movement, which was 
clearly grassroots in nature, sought to promote public resistance against the system and to 
call for a more participatory form of democracy. 

This part of recent Spanish history is reflected in the series when members of the public, 
outraged at the government corruption and embezzlement exposed by the thieves, gather in 
protest outside the Royal Mint and the Bank of Spain. The series creators themselves also 
acknowledge the choice of red, which they associate with passion, a state of emergency, love, 
and death (Antena 3, 2018). 

Another of the symbolic constructs featured in the series is the Dalí mask. Salvador Dalí 
was one of Spain’s most important twentieth-century painters and one of the leading 
exponents of the Surrealist movement. The mask was designed by Dalí himself in 1983 with 
the aim of promoting, protecting, and defending his legacy and his image. The series 
producers considered using a mask of Don Quijote, but finally decided on the Dalí mask 
“because [Dalí] is a more iconic and much more modern figure than the character created by 
Cervantes” (Montañés, 2019). The series screenwriters claimed that the Dalí masks were 
inspired by the attitude of the Spanish artist, who at one stage in his artistic career rejected 
modern capitalist society (Antena 3, 2018). Like all Surrealist art, Dalí’s work was intrinsically 
rebellious, as the Surrealist movement sought to break with convention. However, Sajlan 
(2022) suggests that this linking of Dalí with anti-fascist movements may produce some 
troubling results. 

A third element appearing in the series that could be described as a symbolic construct 
is the popular Italian song “Bella Ciao,” which was used as an anthem of resistance against the 
fascists during the Second World War and an expression of the ideals of twentieth-century 
worker and student movements. In one scene, ‘The Professor,’ the mastermind behind the 
group of thieves, mentions that his grandfather fought the fascists in Italy. The song repre-
sents the disillusionment with the political and economic establishment that is also a 
motivating factor behind the fictitious heists. The series’ scriptwriter Javier Gómez claims 
that “very identifiable symbolic elements, like ‘Bella Ciao,’ the Dalí mask or the red uniform 
reflect the disillusionment left by the [economic] crisis, a disillusionment with power” (Millán, 
2020). The real-life sociopolitical context encourages the spectator to sympathise with the 
thieves, which is clearly part of the narrative appeal of the series. 

Beginning with the third season, when the series started being streamed internationally 
on Netflix, there are isolated allusions to Spanish culture through iconic elements familiar to 
the international community, such as the parade of paellas ordered by the thieves, or the 
meticulous details of the national flag on the police uniforms. 
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This purpose of this research is to determine whether in addition to the four factors that 
motivate viewers to visit real-life locations shown in audiovisual narratives, location, 
performance, personality and authenticity (Sousa et al., 2021) symbolic constructs could also 
be identified as potential film tourism inducers. 

To this end, this study aims to answer the following research questions: 
RQ1. Is it possible to confirm that Money Heist viewers identify the series with the 

symbolic constructs of the Dalí mask, the red overalls, and the song “Bella Ciao”? 
RQ2.Is there a significant relationship of dependence between these symbolic constructs 

and the most frequently used hashtags on Instagram referring to the tourist 
destinations that the series’ viewers may be induced to visit? 

4. Methodological framework 

In order to answer the research questions posed above, this research adopted three methods 
that collectively could help gather statistical evidence by means of a sufficiently robust 
process. 

The first method was to obtain official data on Spanish and international tourist visits to 
the Mint Museum at the Royal Mint of Spain in the period from 2015 to 2022, a sufficiently 
wide time-frame to be able to objectively confirm a possible increase in visits coinciding with 
the release of the series. 

The second method involved the use of Google Trends (Google News Initiative, 2021), an 
online tool developed by Google that allows users to monitor the online interest of web users 
in specific key words, searches, and subjects. Search engine data have helped researchers to 
identify a range of past and present problems and to predict future trends (Padhi & Pati, 2017). 

Tourists today depend heavily on the use of online search engines to obtain valuable 
information for planning travel. The data provided by Google Trends show the frequency of 
searches related to specific subjects and locations, making it possible to identify user interest 
clearly and objectively over a specific span of time (Lv et al., 2018; Dergiades et al., 2018). These 
search engine data are extraordinarily helpful for predicting tourist demand and improving 
the accuracy of tourism forecasting (Li et al., 2017; Dergiades et al., 2018). Li and Law (2020), 
for example, use Google Trends data to forecast monthly tourist figures from nine countries 
to Hong Kong. In addition, Google Trends statistics can serve as an explanatory variable for 
studies in a wide range of fields of knowledge (Hu & Wu, 2022). 

The terms ‘La casa de papel,’ ‘Money Heist,’ ‘España’ and ‘Spain’ were entered in Google 
Trends for a seven-year time-frame from 1 March 2016 to 26 April 2023, covering the period 
from the series’ release up to its international consolidation. With this data the aim is to 
identify the level of international exposure of Money Heist even before the Spanish network 
Antena3 decided to expand the reach of the series beyond Spanish borders through its deal 
with Netflix. The English terms ‘Red overalls,’ ‘Dalí mask’ and ‘Bella Ciao’ were also entered 
in Google Trends for the same time-frame. These variables would reveal whether these three 
elements have been perceived collectively as symbolic constructs: in other words, whether a 
causal relationship exists between Google searches for these three elements on the same 
dates and the interest shown in the series. 

The third method involved the construction of a bivariate statistical process using the 
Pearson correlation coefficient (rry) with the aim of determining the degree of association or 
joint covariance between the variables. To this end, the Instagram hashtags for the symbolic 
constructs (#dalimask; #bellaciao; #redoveralls), the real filming and production locations 
(#spaintravel; #madridtravel; #madridspain), and the name of the series (#lacasadepapel; 
#moneyheist) were included. These Instagram hashtags were chosen for the period from 
01/01/2018 to 01/01/ 2022 with the aim of identifying the degree of association between the 
symbolic constructs and the potential tourist destination. For this research it was decided to 
randomly select 300 posts with each hashtag for analysis, making for a total of 2,400 posts. 
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Instagram has been found to be one of the best supports for travel-related decision-making 
due to its popularity and effectiveness (Femenia-Serra et al., 2022), allowing users to create 
and share content with others (Jin & Ryu, 2020). Moreover, it is an essential social media 
platform for tourism industry research (Sedera et al., 2017). It has been demonstrated that 
travel-related content is among the most widely followed content on Instagram and that it 
definitively increases user interest in visiting specific destinations (Tešin et al., 2022; Zhang et 
al., 2018). The statistical analysis was conducted using the software IBM SPSS v.28.1.1. 

These three methodological processes –collecting objective data on visits to the destina-
tion, conducting metadata searches with Google Trends, and identifying correlations between 
Instagram hashtags and the tourist attraction– were applied in an effort to determine the 
existence of an association between the symbolic constructs and the tourism-inducing 
potential of the series. 

5. Results 

As can be seen in Table 1, there was a significant increase in the number of tourist visits to the 
Royal Mint after 2017, the year when the series was first released, which continued until the 
beginning of the COVD-19 pandemic, when both domestic and international tourist numbers 
both dropped sharply. In 2019, there were 59% more domestic tourists than there were in 2017, 
while international tourists increased by 25.3% over the same period. Since 2020, although 
domestic tourist numbers to the Royal Mint have risen again, they are lower than they were 
in 2018-2019, perhaps due to the fact the series was no longer new to Spanish viewers. On the 
other hand, following the drop in 2020, international tourist visits have resumed their upward 
trend. 

 

Table 1. Evolution of tourist visits to the Royal Mint of Spain. 

 

Source: Fábrica Nacional de Moneda y Timbre 

(Gestión y Actividades del Museo Casa de la Moneda 08/02/2023). 

The data extracted from Google Trends on the title of the series and the country of origin of 
the production can be viewed in Graphic 1, which reveals a direct relationship between the 
series and the country where it was produced. The sharpest increases are observable within 
the dates when each season was first broadcast, from 2 May 2017 to 23 November 2017 (Season 
1), from 19 July 2019 to 3 April 2020 (Season 2), and finally from 3 September 2021 to 3 December 
2021 (Season 3). These figures suggest that users conducted Google searches with these terms 
consciously considering a conceptual relationship between them, and with a similar search 
intensity. 

 



Sánchez-Castillo, S., Nieto-Ferrando, J. & Gómez-Morales, B. 
Tourist destinations masked 

in the symbolic constructs of Money Heist (Netflix, 2017-2021) 

ISSN 2386-7876 ⎼ © 2024 Communication & Society, 37(2), 125-141 

133

Graphic 1. Searches in Google Trends (series and origin). 

 

Source: Google Trends (01/03/2016 to 23/04/2023). 

As can be seen in Graphic 2, the three symbolic constructs in the series identified above (the 
red overalls, the Dalí mask, and the use of the song “Bella Ciao”) are the object of increased 
searches on the same dates, suggesting a relationship that could only be associated with 
Money Heist. Moreover, the highest scores at the end of 2019 and 2020 in Figure 2 maintain a 
correlation with the data shown in Figure 1, coinciding with the international consolidation 
of Money Heist on Netflix. Searches using the terms ‘Bella Ciao’ and ‘Dalí Mask’ are especially 
intense. 
 

Graphic 2. Searches in Google Trends (symbolic constructs). 

 

Source: Google Trends (01/03/2016 to 23/04/2023). 

For the third methodological process to analyse the study period 2018-2022, the Instagram 
hashtags that are most representative and have the most posts about the series were 
considered. These were #lacasadepapel (N=1,972,104 posts), #moneyheist (n=1,176,258), 
#dalimask (N=9,842), #bellaciao (N=391,636), #redoveralls (2,174), #spaintravel (N=1,215,832), 
#madridtravel (N=17,569) and #madridspain (N=798,562). 

Table 2 shows the quantitative data on the presence of the hashtags. The hashtag 
appearing the most frequently was #dalimask (N=982; 40.9%) and the one appearing the least 
was #bellaciao (N= 302; 12.6%). The hashtags mentioning the symbolic constructs reveal a 
strong correlation with the series titles and tourist destinations: X2 (21, 2400) = 60,529, p<.001. 
The hashtag #Bella Ciao was found to be the least viral, and thus an initial analysis found its 
relationship with the series was weaker than the hashtags #dalimask and #redoveralls. 
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Table 2. Crosstab: hashtags of symbolic constructs/series and tourist destinations. 

 

Source: Own elaboration. 

In Table 3, the hashtags of the tourist destinations and symbolic constructs display a clear 
correlation with the hashtags identifying the series (#lacasadepapel and #moneyheist). The 
correlation between the hashtag #dalimask and the hashtags for the series was especially 
intense: r(2400)=-0.247, p<0.001. The correlation between #bellaciao and the series hashtags 
was lower but also significant: r(2400)=-0.082, p<0.001. However, the hashtag #redoveralls 
shows no bilateral significance <.037 and only a low Pearson correlation r(2400)= .147, p<.037, 
in keeping with the search data shown in Figure 2. 

The tourist destination hashtags have a significant positive correlation: #spaintravel 
r(2400)= .273, p<0.001 and #madridspain r(2400)= .577, p<0.001. The hashtag #madridtravel 
has a somewhat lower linear intensity, although its association is also significant: r(2400)= 
.412, p<0.001. 

 

Table 3. Correlation. 

 

Source: Own elaboration. 

In response to RQ1, during the period when the series was being streamed internationally, 
online searches using the terms ‘La casa de papel,’ ‘Money Heist,’ ‘España,’ ‘Spain,’ ‘Dalí mask,’ 
‘red overalls’ and ‘Bella Ciao’ demonstrate that users considered these to be symbols insep-
arable from and intrinsic to the series. According to its scriptwriter and executive producer 
Javier Gómez Santander “without its iconography, a red jumpsuit, a colour symbolising 
rebellion, passion and revolution, a mask reminiscent of ‘V for Vendetta’ and the anthem ‘Bella 
Ciao’, ‘La casa de papel’ would not be the same” (Escalada, 2021). 



Sánchez-Castillo, S., Nieto-Ferrando, J. & Gómez-Morales, B. 
Tourist destinations masked 

in the symbolic constructs of Money Heist (Netflix, 2017-2021) 

ISSN 2386-7876 ⎼ © 2024 Communication & Society, 37(2), 125-141 

135

The identifying elements of the series appear in everyday, recognisable settings such as 
Times Square, the centre of Lisbon, Diesel shop windows, Madrid’s Gran Via, train stations, 
buildings and even carnivals. Urban murals painted in cities such as Tokyo, Berlin and Istan-
bul feature characters from the series, a phenomenon that has gone viral and resulted in a 
previously unheard-of form of publicity. Successful series such as Money Heist become a 
“media convergence” (Pérez, 2023) “whose content flows between various media industries 
and creates synergies that cannot be explained by a television studio analysis framework 
alone” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 2). The fact that its protagonists have become influencers on 
Instagram (Úrsula Corberó 25 million followers; Alba Flores 12.3 million; Jaime Lorente 15.6 
million and Miguel Herrán 165 million) far above established Hollywood actors (Julia Roberts 
10 million followers; Gwyneth Paltrow 8 million and Nicole Kidman 8 million) makes the 
actors themselves brand images of the series. Instagram celebrities play an important role in 
casting decisions because producers scrutinise actors’ profiles to see if they are able to attract 
an Instagram audience through the character they portray (Frier, 2020, p. 172). When these 
infuencers are promoted with identifying elements of a series, it produces a tangible promo-
tional impact on the popularity of the series and as celebrities become style icons, they also 
increase interest in the series and its potential audience (Pérez, 2023). 

Indeed, it could be argued that these symbolic constructs are identifying elements of the 
series. In response to RQ2, the bivariate correlation of the data confirms that the symbolic 
constructs maintain a significant relationship with the most frequently used hashtags on 
Instagram for the tourist destinations of the series, with #redoveralls showing the lowest 
statistical intensity. The data obtained in this study suggest that the symbolic constructs 
recognised by users and identified in this research may have induced domestic and 
international tourism, although the intensity of the effect is unknown. 

6. Discussion and conclusions 

The aim of this research has been to analyse how audiovisual productions create and 
propagate images and imaginaries of the places where their stories are set (Gabriel, 2022; 
Barrado-Timón et al., 2022). Reijnders (2011) states that audiovisual fiction creates, together 
with the viewer, “places of the imagination,” comparable to what Riley et al., (1998) call “icons,” 
which generally have an identifiable impact on the numbers of tourists to the countries in 
question (St. James et al., 2021). 

In relation to the symbolic dimension of images, metonymy may explain one of the 
various types of conceptual abstraction that characterise human thought (Bolgnesi, 2019) as it 
is capable of conveying a specific concept using a pictorial semiotic method (Steen, 2008). The 
symbolic constructs identified in the audiovisual narrative of Money Heist could be defined as 
conceptual metaphors that can help, together with other underlying factors indicated above 
(Michael et al., 2020; Suni & Komppula, 2012), to convey feelings such as identity or a sense of 
belonging to a place. 

Although some successful series, including Money Heist itself, may not be aiming 
specifically to induce viewers to visit the tourist attractions that appear in them, audiovisual 
narratives can increase awareness about and the profitability of these sites through the power 
of the imagination, the image and the fantasy of their stories. It may be that the mythos of the 
location, transformed and communicated through films and series, is what attracts tourists 
more than the destination itself (Tkalec et al., 2017). This would mean that displaying the 
locations where series and films are set does not guarantee that visits to these locations will 
increase. The decision to visit a tourist destination appearing in an audiovisual narrative may 
be due to a range of factors that can be difficult to define and analyse. The identification of 
exterior spaces and architectures as local identity symbols of Madrid produces tourist options 
through audiovisual fiction and its promotional material, resources that facilitate an 
emotional connection with the characters (Ruiz, 2023). 
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There are “underlying factors” that influence film-induced tourism, and these differ 
across cultures (Michael et al., 2020), e.g. novelty of proposition, fantasy, personal connection, 
prestige and empathetic connection to the film (Michael et al., 2020) and can be complemen-
tary. There is a lack of consensus among researchers on the difficulty of classifying these 
“underlying factors.” For example, the novelty factor in some studies is classified as fantasy 
in others, while holiday travel can sometimes be interpreted as a form of relaxation. From 
thirty motivational statements and using principal component analysis Suni and Komppula 
(2012) concluded on four underlying themes: Control, Novelty, Relaxation and Nostalgia, 
predominant factors before considering others that may be less important. 

Along with potential tourism-inducing factors based on audiovisual narratives such as 
destination branding and promotional media products, image is a decisive factor in the 
branding process, as it consists of the sum of the beliefs, ideas, and impressions that tourists 
hold in their minds about the tourist destination. In view of the overwhelming quantity of 
images and their rapid consumption in today’s world, proper management of a destination’s 
brand image has never been more important. 

Studies by Gallarza et al. (2002) and Prenbensen (2007) use the initialism TDI (tourism 
destination image) to describe “an attitudinal construct consisting of an individual mental 
representation of knowledge (beliefs), feelings, and global impressions about a tourist 
destination” (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999, p. 870). TDIs contain three distinct but interrelated 
hierarchical components: cognitive (beliefs and attitudes about the tourist destination), 
affective (motives for choosing a destination), and global (perceptual/cognitive and affective 
evaluations of the location). 

In addition to these components, this research proposes a new dimension: symbolic 
constructs. The evidence presented here that symbolic constructs can also significantly 
increase tourist interest in visiting certain locations that appear in their favourite films or 
series is the main contribution of this research. The findings have specific implications for 
marketing managers and destination management organisations (DMOs) and offer important 
guidance for future research on film-induced tourism. 

7. Limitations of the study 

Although this study specifically analyses the symbolic construct as a potential factor of tourist 
induction in the fiction series analysed, it would be necessary to check whether these are also 
decisive in other audiovisual texts. It would also be opportune to demonstrate whether this 
factor behaves in the same way in different cultural contexts, since this component is 
indispensable to understand how viewers react to a film and their motivations to visit the 
destination represented in it. Despite these limitations, it is hoped that the results of this 
study will generate interest in the academic community and among tourism professionals 
who explore the tourism induction factors of audiovisual productions. 
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