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Introduction 

In March 2020, it was announced that the newswire Australian Associated 
Press (AAP) was closing. For 85 years, the agency provided text, images, and video 
reports on news, sports, and finance to about 200 newspapers, broadcasters, and 
websites (BBC, 2020). On social media, news travels like a virus at the speed of light 
and at virtually no cost. Social media changed the dynamics of news and has 
contributed to the decreasing importance of news institutions such as the AAP. So, 
why do they continue to exist if everything can be found online for free? The added 
value of these institutions has become apparent considering recent trends such as 
‘fake news’ — the value of reliable news sources can no longer be underestimated. 
However, in a world where social media has become a primary news source at the 
expense of newspapers, fact-checked content, and drama-free messages seem to 
belong to the past (Simge, 2021).  

I am clearly influenced by my role as an employee of the ANP News agency 
(Algemeen Nederlands Persbureau) in the Hague in The Netherlands, which 
disseminates national press releases and international press releases via partners such 
as PR Newswire. For the past couple of years though, I have witnessed a growing 
number of press releases for new sources of commercial press releases, such as law 
firms, politicians, and political parties. This has been a common practice for a much 
longer time in the United States but until recently, this was still rare for Belgium and 
the Netherlands (for a list of examples, see PR Newswire, 2022). Through the ANP 
channels, they can actively project their desired image of the company or themselves. 
Recent dynamics have pushed these kinds of messages to become increasingly focused 
on pictures. So, with all these tools at hand one wonders: what should a politician’s 
image look like in a social media age? What image appeals the most to the audience? 
This was the initial inspiration for the present thesis.  

On a daily basis, we have never been surrounded by so much news and images 
that are freely accessible via various channels. This could arguably benefit democracy 
and result in better-informed citizens. Unfortunately, this overwhelming news does 
not have an unanimously positive effect on people’s interest in politics. During the 
recent local Dutch elections, only 50% of people voted (Politieke redactie, 2022). 
Consequently, the media is becoming increasingly more visual in their attempt to 
attract people’s attention with an increased level of drama, emotions, and sensation 
(De Landtsheer, 2004).  

However, the use of imagery can hardly be called a new trend. Over time, 
images have always been used to manipulate an audience to support a candidate, fight 
for a cause, promote environmental issues, and so on (Lilleker, 2019). The power of 
images and how they affect the audience’s impressions was already understood by the 
ancient Greek and Roman rhetoric teachers in the depiction of their leaders in their 
sculptures (Lilleker, 2019). Former US President Barack Obama posing in front of the 
tribute to Abraham Lincoln is a classic technique learned from medieval rulers who 
understood the effect of iconography and so hung their portraits next to those of 
saints. In the sixteenth century, Machiavelli was consulted by Italian princes on how to 
affect people’s perceptions (De Vries, 2007). In the late 19th century, Jean-Louis David 
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came up with the idea of depicting Napoleon Bonaparte sitting on a white horse, a 
painting that is closely linked to the image of Bonaparte in the public’s recollection (De 
Landtsheer, 2022). A later example can be found in the work of film director and 
producer Leni Riefenstahl who produced an impressive mise-en-scène in the films she 
directed about Nazi Germany and Hitler in particular (Hacker, 1995; De Landtsheer, 
2020). In modern politics, former US President Roosevelt used a variety of tools to 
maintain the illusion he could walk, trying to hide the paralysis he suffered from the 
public (Porter, 2019). In other words, personalization and impression management 
techniques have been a phenomenon across the millennia, but it has gained 
momentum in recent decades (Mazzoleni, 2016). The difference today, however, is the 
amount of news: in this social media era, we are exposed to an almost unstoppable 
flow of images on a daily basis, which has only been encouraged by the rise of visually 
oriented social media platforms like Instagram, YouTube, WhatsApp, or TikTok. 
Further, the current media landscape allows anyone with a phone and access to social 
media to become a broadcaster. These trends make it increasingly challenging to hide 
any facts from the public. Consequently, there is an increasing, non-stop scrutinization 
of the public via social media.  

The potential of these social media channels has not remained unnoticed nor 
unexplored by politicians and political parties. During the formation of the Belgian 
government in 2019, the meeting of Conner Rousseau, party leader of the social 
democrats, with King Philip received a lot of media attention. The photo went viral 
because of Conner Rousseau’s informal dress code of white, expensive designer 
sneakers with his suit. He posted the picture with the King on his Instagram account 
(@kingconnah) with the comment ‘Amongst Kings’ underneath (Picture 1). This was a 
rather informal approach, to say the least, for meeting a king. It is questionable 
whether this social media post was a spur of the moment. As a former social media 
campaign manager, the 28-year-old politician was well prepared and knew precisely 
how to attract media attention and more importantly, what type of images appeal to 
the social media crowd.  

 
Picture 1. Conner Rousseau greets King Philip in white sneakers (Rousseau, 2019).  

The informal style of dress and language on this viral post is just one building 
block in the young easy-going image he is carefully constructing via social media. These 
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social media channels are the perfect communication tool to create a casual, 
accessible image for his followers. Conner Rousseau is not the only example. Recently, 
Dutch MP Kauthar Bouchallikht created a trending topic on Twitter when images 
circulated of her wearing joggings with her hands in her pockets (Picture 2), clearly 
defying the formal dress code that would be expected from a politician when speaking 
in parliament (Bouchallikht, 2021). Other famous politicians use similar tactics to 
create an accessible image such as Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau who 
regularly posts casual family portraits that give an insight into his private life 
(Lalancette & Raynauld, 2019). Another example is the ‘casual’ but highly constructed 
picture of Putin sitting half-naked on a horse, which went viral. These visuals can be 
quite powerful and convey as much meaning as any accompanying words (Lilleker, 
2019). Indeed, facial expressions, posture, dressing style, hairstyle and deportment 
have been an essential consideration of rhetoric delivery since antiquity within the 
oratorical contexts of political debates, law court, and public ceremony (Miles, 2023). 
So, these social media images can be considered as part of visual rhetoric: persuasive 
political images used ‘alongside the verbal to attempt to induce cooperation’ (Miles, 
2023: 2). Yet, the majority of scholars have had the tendency to focus on the power of 
the words to persuade (Miles, 2023). This thesis aims to fill this gap by offering insights 
into online persuasive visual communication.  

 
Picture 2. Kauthar Bouchallikht’s Instagram picture of her speech in the Dutch parliament (Bouchallikht, 

2021). 

Much research has already been done on how these depictions can provide 
heuristic cues regarding a politician’s character and background forming a candidate’s 
public image (Lilleker, 2023). The conclusions from this body of research are relevant 
as the impressions being formed can ‘prove decisive at the ballot box’ (Lilleker, 2019: 
38). Nearly two decades ago, De Landtsheer (1999, 2000, 2004), De Vries (2007) and 
De Landtsheer, De Vries, & Vertessen (2008) demonstrated how a formal, businesslike 
image is perceived as the most suitable one by voters and adds to the notion of 
credibility, intelligence, and competence. Their research was mainly focused on 
Belgian and Dutch politicians. However, based on these observations, it appears that 
new technologies encouraged politicians to share images of their private life and 
showcase their human side to their followers. They appear to increasingly adopt an 
accessible, easy-going, rather informal presentation style. Or, as Colliander et al. (in: 
Lalancette & Raynauld, 2023) put it:  
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Politicians appear to be ‘faced with a self-presentational tug-of-war between 

 their need to maintain a professional persona, on one hand, and on the other 
 hand a growing pressure to display their private persona as a means to increase 
 intimacy with their electorate’ (cited in: Lalancette & Raynauld, 2023: 170) 

 
So, the question arises: What type of image resonates best with the public? 

According to De Landtsheer and De Vries’ conclusions, the kind of casual imagery as 
shown in pictures 1 and 2 would affect the politician’s credibility. But in light of recent 
trends, as described above, has social media altered voters’ perceptions of political 
suitability toward a more casual candidate image? In other words, have social 
networks altered the rules of impression management and impression formation in 
visual online imagery? This research aims to answer these questions by testing these 
former conclusions on impression management not only for Belgian politicians but also 
for international world leaders. 

The thesis is constructed as follows. In the next chapter, the theoretical 
framework of impression management will be discussed. First, it describes the 
underlying processes and key assumptions of impression management followed by a 
theoretical model of the different concepts.  

The second chapter is a pilot study, describing how Twitter (now, called X) was 
used by politicians in Belgium when social media was emerging as a communication 
tool and Twitter was the most popular platform amongst politicians.  

The third chapter examines an innovative data collection method, called YOLO, 
a state-of-the-art visual object detection method that has been proven effective in 
many other disciplines but is rather new to the field of social sciences. The central 
research question, which aims to determine the image that resonates best with voters, 
calls for a specific methodology. Until now, many research questions have remained 
unanswered due to the lack of an appropriate data collection method. A specific 
method is needed to face the challenges regarding the amount of data and the type of 
data (visuals and not text) imposed by visual communication on social media networks. 
This thesis fills this gap by describing the practical steps of the chosen methodology. In 
this section, it will be argued why neural networks are apt for visual analysis of big 
datasets on social media and ideas will be formulated for future avenues of research 
using this methodology.  

In the fourth chapter, previous conclusions on impression management by De 
Landtsheer (2004) and De Vries (2007) will be tested on Instagram using the YOLO 
methodology. Starting from a dataset of low-profile Belgian candidates, comparable to 
the impression management study by De Landtsheer in 2004, online engagement on 
Instagram posts will be compared for formal and informal pictures. Hence, conclusions 
will be made on what type of candidate image (a formal or an informal image) 
resonates best with the voter. Since the chosen methodology of YOLO allows for the 
experiment to be set up rapidly, the data collection was repeated on a list of 423 high-
profile world leaders on Instagram. In the final part, the conclusions of both studies, 
Belgian and international leaders, will be compared and discussed.  

The fifth and final chapter provides insight into the voters’ evaluations of 
candidate image and political suitability via an online survey. The results of these 
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studies enable the formulation of recommendations on personalization and online 
branding of candidate image. 
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Literature Review: Impression 

Management (IM)  

Introduction 

‘In all aspects of life, we take on a part and an appearance to seem to 
be what we wish to be. And thus, the world is merely composed of 

actors.’ 

François de la Rochefoucauld, 1650 CE 

 
  “Don’t judge a book by its cover” and “You never a get second chance for a first 
impression”: these are well-known adages. Yet, there’s also the expression: ‘First 
impressions are always unreliable’. These sayings suggest not only the importance of 
impressions in opinion and decision-making processes but also warn the decision-
maker of erroneous conclusions when using them as a sole source of information. Yet, 
in many aspects of life, whether it is a job interview or finding a romantic partner or 
friend, the outcome is contingent on how an individual is perceived by others (Leary, 
2001; Long, 2021). Therefore, people have many reasons to monitor how they are 
perceived by others and to regulate their impressions.  

The concept of impression management was introduced in the 1950s. Since 
then, it has been popularized across multiple disciplines of social sciences, which 
resulted in the development of key theoretical interpretations and taxonomies on 
how, why, and for whom impression management takes place and whether it has its 
intended effect. Subsequently, a vast amount of the available research is conducted 
from the actor’s perspective at the expense of the audience’s point of view.  

In 2008, Bolino, Kacmar, Turnley, & Gilstrap published an article in the Journal 
of Management in which they offered a literature review on IM, picking up where 
Gardner and Martinko left off in 1988. However, in recent years IM has received 
renewed attention, which resulted in a very useful review by Long (2021). Although 
these articles are a great contribution to the existing literature on IM, their limitation is 
their focus on behavioural psychology and organizational behaviour. The present 
chapter aims to overcome this limitation by addressing the usefulness of IM in other 
areas as well, including political communication and political marketing. 

Identity management and self-presentation have always been key concepts for 
communication scholars, particularly for those who are interested in the social and 
psychological impacts of public identity. Impression management is a ‘complex process 
of selecting the aspects of one’s self to disclose, hide, or fake in order to create a 
positive impression on the audience’ (Cunningham, 2013, p.87). To what extent the 
manipulation of a candidate’s appearance can influence voters’ evaluation has been 
previously researched by De Landtsheer (1999, 2000, 2004) and De Vries (2007). They 
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concluded that a formal, businesslike appearance adds to the perception of a 
politically suitable image.  

 

1.1 Setting the Stage 

‘All the world’s a stage. And all the men and women are merely 
players.’ 

Shakespeare, 1599 C.E.  

Long (2021) argues that the scientific study of impression management can be 
dated back to almost a century ago when Dale Carnegie shared sales and marketing 
advice on how to win friends and influence people. However, most authors agree that 
the concept of impression management was introduced in 1959 by Erving Goffman. In 
his conceptual framework or ‘dramaturgical analysis’, Goffman adopted the 
Shakespearian assertion that ‘All the world is a stage, and all the men and women are 
merely players’ (Al Shatti Ohana, 2021; Leary, & Kowalski, 1990; Long, 2021; Wang, 
2016). He argues that people from birth are thrust onto a stage called everyday life 
and that our socialization consists of learning how to play the assigned roles of other 
people. He links impression management to a stage performance where human 
interaction becomes a strategic negotiation between the individual and the audience. 
So, according to Goffman, IM not only influences how one is treated by other people, 
but it is an essential aspect of social interaction (Goffman in Leary, 2001; Cunningham, 
2013). Subsequently, E.E. Jones (in Long, 2021) contributed an influential text on 
ingratiation. Goffman’s and Jones’ research increased interest in research impression 
management amongst scholars of other disciplines, mostly in social sciences, including 
the fields of social psychology and organization psychology, but also economics where 
impression management is used in financial reporting (Lackovic, 2017; Wang, 2016). 

 

1.1.1 What is impression management (IM)? 

In this research, an impression is understood as ‘an idea, feeling, or opinion 
about something or someone, especially one formed without conscious thought or on 
the basis of little evidence’ (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). Synonyms for this 
definition of an impression are a feeling, a sense, an intuition, or a perception (Oxford 
English Dictionary, n.d.). Consequently, Impression Management (IM) refers to ‘the 
processes by which individuals attempt to control how they are perceived by others’ 
(Leary, 2001, p.7245). However, since IM is more than controlling an image, a more 
useful definition for this thesis can be found with Bolino et al. (2008, p.1080): namely, 
‘the efforts by an actor to create, maintain, protect or otherwise alter an image held by 
a target audience’. 

Impression management (IM), on the other hand, can be defined as ‘the efforts 
by an actor to create, maintain, protect or otherwise alter an image held by a target 
audience’ (Bolino et al., 2008). So, according to this last definition, the image or 
impression held by the audience can be controlled and constructed, managed, and 
manipulated. IM is one of the most pervasive social phenomena that exists since 
people care a great deal about how they are perceived by others. Moreover, most of 
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the outcomes of major events in life are contingent on the impressions individuals 
make during social interactions (Long, 2021). Consequently, impression management 
techniques have always been important in various domains of life: in the workplace, 
politics, and even social relationships.  

 

 IM is a dynamic process 
IM is above all a dynamic process between two parties. Goffman (Cunningham, 

2013, chapter 1) argues that there are two different kinds of activity: on the one hand, 
expressions given by the actor (performance cues through both verbal and nonverbal 
forms of communication) and expressions given off by the audience (translation of 
these cues). These two interrelated processes are labelled by McGraw (2003) as 
impression management on the one hand and impression formation on the other 
hand. ‘Two sides of the same coin’ refers to the same interdependent dynamic 
(McGraw, 2003). In politics, this process takes place between politicians and voters. 

Yet, to construct the desired image, the actor uses a variety of IM tactics. Much 
of the available research has focused on these tactics or strategies that are used to 
create, protect, or alter one’s impression and the effectiveness of these strategies. The 
tactics used are specific behaviours and can be both verbal communication — such as 
ingratiation, excuses, or exemplification — and nonverbal behaviour such as facial 
expressions, posture, or dressing style. The full list of 31 tactics can be consulted in 
Bolino (2008). So, virtually any behaviour can be used for impression management 
purposes (Leary, 2001; Long, 2021). Some researchers use the terms impression 
management and influence tactics interchangeably; however, a first distinction should 
be made, namely that IM is about managing others’ perceptions while the latter is 
more about managing others’ attitudes and behaviours.  

 

 IM or Self-presentation 
A second term that is often used in lieu of impression management is ‘self-

presentation’. The definitions given for both concepts by scholars from sociology, 
social psychology, and organization psychology are often overlapping. Long (2021) 
provides a useful overview of the different definitions that were given for the past 40 
years. What these definitions have in common is that IM is: social and behavioural, 
involves power augmentation via influence, can be conscious or unconscious, and is 
strategic in the sense that the actor is attempting to manage others’ attributions in to 
create their desired self-image (Long, 2021).  

Although most scholars seem to consider them to be one and the same, some 
argue that self-presentation is broader in the sense of both origin and goal: self-
presentation can be used for other goals than shaping an impression and can also be 
done by others (e.g., a third party) (Leary & Kowalski, 1990).  

In this chapter, however, impression management is defined as a dynamic 
process between actor and target: impression formation on one side and impression 
construction on the other (McGraw, 2003). However, self-presentation does not cover 
both dimensions as IM does and is confined to the actor’s perspective. Therefore, ‘self-
presentation’ is used interchangeably only when impression management refers to the 
impression formation side of the process.  
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Lastly, an interesting distinction that should be made is the difference between 
desired and desirable impressions. As aforementioned, virtually any behaviour that 
contains information about an individual can be used as a self-presentation tactic 
(Leary, 2001). And although it is generally accepted that favourable images are best 
pursued by performing positive behaviours, it also occurs that actors engage in 
negatively perceived behaviour to create impressions that are not favourable in the 
eyes of others. This occurs when individuals aim to avoid a specific task by coming 
across as intimidating or supplicating by appearing needy, helpless, or incompetent, 
which could result in receiving extra help (Long, 2021).  

 

1.1.2 Taxonomies on IM 

To project a desired image, IM tactics are used. Over the past decades, several 
taxonomies on IM have been introduced, some more useful than others. Although one 
might argue that the literature is not quite recent enough to be included, it was 
included since these categories are relevant still today in identifying self-presentation 
tactics.  

The taxonomy that received the most attention is from Jones and Pittman 
(1982), which is worth mentioning here because it not only offers a useful conceptual 
framework for understanding and identifying self-presentation, but it also has a 
proven measurement scale. At first sight, the classification might appear primarily 
appropriate for verbal behaviour, but different forms of nonverbal communication can 
be assigned as well. Jones and Pittman’s taxonomy on self-presentation involves five 
theoretical groupings of common impression management strategies:  

● Ingratiation seeks the attribute of likeability. 
● Self-promotion seeks the attribute of competence. 

● Exemplification seeks to project integrity and moral worthiness. 
● Intimidation seeks to project danger.  
● Supplication seeks to project helplessness. 

 
Another taxonomy of IM that is worth mentioning is the 2 x 2 taxonomy of 

Tedeschi and Melburg (1984, in Long, 2021): the tactical (short-term) versus strategic 
(long-term) and assertive (initiated by the actor) versus defensive (the actor’s response 
to undesired images). The five categories of self-presentation identified by Jones and 
Pittman can be attributed to the strategic-assertive dimension.  
 A third taxonomy worth mentioning is the Cialdini’s note on indirect tactics, 
which are relevant in many areas of communication, including online communication. 
Indirect tactics can be classified as connection-focused: enhancing one’s image by 
association, for instance, one can draw attention to one’s connection with a famous 
athlete or celebrity by tagging their social media profile. 
 According to Leary and Kowalski (1990), impression management is a two-
component model. They approach self-presentational behaviour as being composed of 
two discrete processes: the first involves impression motivation, the degree to which 
people are motivated to control their image by others. Including the personal 
differences of the actors provides an explanation of a variety of levels of impression 
management performed by actors. People are not always attuned to how they are 
perceived by others: some are constantly self-monitoring while others might be 
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oblivious to others’ reactions. Impression motivation is conceptualized as a function of 
three factors:  

1. The perceived goal relevance of the impression one creates. 

2. The value of desired outcomes  
3. The discrepancy between current and desired images.  

 
Consequently, this theoretical concept explains the number of resources 

invested in election campaigns where a popular image could possibly win over decisive 
votes. The second process involves impression construction. The kinds of impressions 
that people try to convey depend on five different factors, namely: 

1. Self-concept  
2. Desired and undesired images  

3. Role constraints  
4. Target’s values  

5. Current social image  
 

The inclusion of the target’s perspective in this list is interesting. This for the 
variety as most research is conducted from the actor’s perspective (which tactics, why, 
when, and how). Most people assume interaction is a dynamic process between them 
and other individuals. However, people are not interacting with another person but 
rather with their own impressions of that person. Undeniably, they are responding to 
their own mental representations and inferences about the individual’s characteristics 
such as their opinions, intentions, attitudes, and motives (Leary, 2001). Due to its 
inclusion of the target’s needs, as well as the desires of the actor, this taxonomy 
adheres to the research question of this thesis which seeks to gain a better 
understanding of voter’s wants and needs.  

The last theoretical taxonomy by Fiske et al. (in Long, 2021) is constructed 
along two dimensions: First, the perceived warmth refers to how friendly and kind the 
actor is perceived; second, the perceived competence refers to the perceived skill to 
act on the intent. With this approach, the authors took in the perspective of the 
perceiver. This brings the focus to the ‘audience’, which is covered in the next section.  
 
 

1.2 Audience 

It might seem unorthodox to address the audience before the actor when 
discussing impression management. Yet, many authors have noted how a vast majority 
of the present research has focused on the actor: how, why, and when actors engage 
in self-presentational tactics (Bolino, Long, & Turnley, 2016; Long, 2021; McGraw, 
2003). However, the target’s feedback contains valuable information, allowing the 
actor to self-monitor. Long (2021) argued that IM is in the eye of the beholder and is 
best measured from the perceiver’s perspective. Indeed, the success of impression 
management strategies can only be measured after analysing the audience’s approval 
— or disapproval. Moreover, from a political marketing point of view, it is essential to 
first understand the audience’s wants and needs before designing a marketing strategy 
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for self-presentation. In other words, voters’ aspirations should be understood first so 
marketing strategies can be developed to adjust the political candidate or product to 
the demands of the voter-consumer (Lees-Marshment, 2009). This gap in research will 
be addressed in chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation.  

 

1.2.1 Voter’s Feedback 

In considering a visual rhetoric approach to political communication, a 
candidate’s Instagram feed can be considered as a means of strategic communication 
to move people politically (Miles, 2023). According to Long (2022), this might be a 
motivation for candidates: they appear to be more eager to control their image when 
their image is essential in the attainment of their goals — such as securing votes. They 
are even more motivated when there is a discrepancy between the current and the 
desired image. Therefore, the audience’s feedback can help the target to detect any 
discrepancies in image. However, in social encounters, targets often refrain from 
providing feedback, especially when it is negative feedback. In that case, the target 
might become concerned with his/her image and not provide explicit feedback. In 
other words, the actor and target switch roles: the target becomes an impression 
manager, concerned with managing their image. Therefore, online environments such 
as social media platforms where people can, sometimes anonymously, like and 
comment, provide a source of valuable information about targets’ wants and needs. 

In the field of political marketing, scholars have demonstrated that the fit 
between the strategic posture of a political party and its political marketing orientation 
is crucial for party performance. False assumptions about voters’ wants and needs 
have proved to come at a high cost for politicians. Researchers have demonstrated 
how a politician’s erroneous understanding of voters’ perception of a candidate’s 
image may affect the election outcome (Omrod, 2015).  

 

1.2.2 Image construction in a voter’s mind 

From the very start of a person’s life, at birth, images are used to convey 
meaning. Often, these images reflect a series of norms and values and portray ideals, 
such as the ideal house or the ideal family, reflecting ideal roles, behaviours and the 
norms of a given society, for example, how a world leader should look or what makes a 
leader appear more authentic, honest, decisive, or competent (Lilleker, 2019).  

For instance, Disney princesses are often portrayed as very slim white girls. 
Barbie dolls are fabricated with ideal and unrealistic body sizes. US presidents are 
pictured predominantly as male. Some countries even portray their leader sitting bare 
chest on a horse, embodying the ideals of machoism, heroism, and physical fitness. 
The power of these images cannot be underestimated: they are decisive in the 
formation of identity and the internalization of social norms. Subsequently, they can 
lead to impressions that can ‘prove decisive at the ballot box’ (Lilleker, 2019: 38).  

Often, these images are used by children to better understand the world. These 
visuals reflect a series of values, norms, and ideologies that become internalized. 
These socialization processes contribute to the formation of schemata, and cognitive 
categorizations of information that form shortcuts to judge and recognize what is right 
and what is wrong (Lilleker, 2019). So, based on these images, stereotypes are being 
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internalized. These socialization processes are internalized from a very young age, 
dictating, for instance, how a politician should behave and dress. Scholars have 
demonstrated how political preferences are formed from an early age. Stereotypes 
based on the values and norms that people internalize as children can predict their 
voting behaviour as an adult (De Landtsheer, Kalkhoven, Heirman, & De Vries, 2022).  

 

1.2.3 Pictural politics from a political psychology point of view 

In political campaigns, images are often used to convey messages because they 
are easy to understand, and they attract attention more easily than text. In general, 
there is ‘continuous but partial attention’ when going through a social media feed but 
an image can suddenly attract attention (Lilleker, 2019: 41). These images can be very 
powerful and trigger strong emotions such as disgust, fear, shock, or hope (Lilleker, 
2019). These emotions happen up to five times more quickly than conscious thought 
and act as the foundations for conscious decision-making (Sultan & De Landtsheer, 
2022). Powerful emotions such as fear, anger, sadness, or happiness unconsciously 
colour one’s judgements. So, such reactions are all forms of affective resonance 
underpinning the formation of attitudes, which, in turn, result in behaviour. The 
aforementioned norms and values are important as they serve as ‘controls of the 
human affect’ when being exposed to an image (Lilleker, 2019).  

 

 Images, impressions and voting heuristics 
To attract the citizen’s attention is a challenging task in a hypermedia society 

with an overload of information daily. To deal with this amount of information, 
humans develop coping strategies such as heuristics or information shortcuts. Without 
these heuristics, it would be impossible to navigate through the world as it allows 
people to make quick judgements and decisions. Stereotypes are cognitive shortcuts 
since they allow people to infer emotions from gestures, verbal expressions, facial 
expressions, and tone of voice rapidly. This kind of automatic decision-making has 
been described as ‘system one’ thinking: making snap decisions based on emotions 
without any serious reflection. In 1986, this cognitive process was described by Petty 
and Cacioppo as the peripheral route of information processing (De Landtsheer, 2004; 
Lilleker, 2019) and is different to ‘system two’ thinking which involves arguments and 
rational reflection, which involves more cognitive effort (Kahneman in Lilleker, 2019). 
This simplified thinking process relies on voter heuristics and explains the popularity of 
image bites and sound bites that are easy to process and digest (De Landtsheer, De 
Vries, & Vertessen, 2008). Based on these ‘information bites’ impressions are formed 
that are the foundations of schemata and attitudinal development, which can be 
strong predictors of voters’ perceptions and preferences (Marcus, Neuman, & 
MacKuen, 2000). These bits and pieces of information do not come directly from the 
politician but are often received via media messages and images. So, uninformed 
decision-making based on mediated information can lead to erroneous conclusions 
and — more importantly for this research — is open to manipulation.  

These stereotypes have been internalized at an early age through socialization 
(De Landtsheer, 2022). Since politics is a low-involvement topic, citizens depend a 
great deal on their impressions of candidates — rather than arguments and content — 
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for making decisions at the ballot box (Holz-Bacha & Norris, 2011; De Landtsheer, 
2004; Lilleker, 2019).  
 
 

1.3 The Actor 

In low-information politics, people have a strong tendency to follow their 
intuition and make voting choices based on first impressions rather than rational 
arguments (De Landtsheer, 2004; De Landtsheer, De Vries, & Vertessen, 2008). So, a 
mismanaged online image could come at a high cost at the ballot box. Issue positions 
and partisanship are still vital in shaping the public’s opinion. Nevertheless, society 
pays attention to the image including the candidate’s visual rhetoric: the dressing style, 
facial expression, gestures, and dress codes. Together with words and policies, they 
construct a candidate’s image. Consequently, impression formation and trait 
attributions can have strong implications on voting behaviour (De Landtsheer, 2004; 
McGraw, 2003; Warner, & Banwart, 2016).  

 

1.3.1 Visual rhetoric 

When one refers to rhetoric, one often thinks of the power of the words to 
persuade. Yet, as argued by Aristoteles (in: Miles, 2023) rhetoric is defined as the 
‘detection of the persuasive aspects of each matter’ (p. 2). Indeed, the facial 
expressions, gestures, posture, and dress code are as important in the delivery as the 
words that are spoken. Much research is available on metaphors in an oratorical 
context (an interesting study on the IS metaphors can be found with Sultan (in: De 
Landtsheer, 2022). Contrary to expectations, metaphors are also used in visual 
rhetoric. Like an oratorical context, the use of other stylistic devices such as 
metonymy, allegory, and personification might equally be used to their advantage 
(Miles, 2023). So, for the purpose of the present research, the use of such devices also 
applies to politicians’ visual rhetoric on Instagram.  
 Interestingly, persuasive visual rhetoric can only be successful when the actor 
has a good understanding of the audience (Miles, 2023). Indeed, different arguments 
and types of proof need to be displayed in different contexts. Moreover, visual 
rhetoric, like the verbal arguments, makes use of strategic word choice, patterning, 
repetition, and figuration to fill in the ‘gaping holes’ in an argument. The visual and 
oral dimensions of rhetoric can emphasize, reinforce, or even contradict each other. 

1.3.2 Ethos, pathos, and logos  

 In order to persuade, the actor needs to move the audience to where they are 
receptive to the message. Aristotle discerned three different types of proof: ethos, 
pathos, and logos (Miles, 2023).  
 

 Ethos 
  The first one, ‘ethos’, refers to the credibility of the speaker. This credibility is 
generated by the way the actor delivers the message and, in the process, the words 
are as important as the appearance. People judge other people constantly on their 
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appearance: the way they talk, the way they dress, their facial gestures, and so forth. 
These visual cues can augment or diminish the credibility of a candidate (Miles, 2023).  
 

 Pathos 
‘Pathos’ refers to the emotion of the target. This occurs when ‘the speech transports 
the audience into a particular emotional state which is conducive to their acceptance 
of the argument’ (Miles, 2023, p.4). Evidently, factors such as party affiliation might 
affect the level of acceptance towards a candidate’s message. So, it is important to 
understand one’s audience. Therefore, in the next chapters socio-economic variables 
will be collected on the audience evaluating the candidates’ pictures. Many rhetorical 
tools can be used to manipulate the audience’s emotions. One of them is using 
symbols — images of Jeanne d’Arc remind the French people of a common history and 
shared virtues such as freedom, brotherhood, and equality. Yet, populist leaders — 
such as Marine Le Pen, the leader of the French far-right party Rassemblement 
Nationale (RN) — might abuse this collective memory in their narrative to frame 
extreme messages as mainstream (for a full analysis, see Soffer, 2022). Another 
example of a visual rhetoric device is a metaphor that can be used verbally and 
visually. For a case study on visual metaphors, see Miles (2023).  
 

 Logos 
The third and last proof is the ‘logos’, the proof of logic, or how one persuades with 
demonstrated proofs. Again, here authenticity is at stake. The visual equivalent of the 
oral spoken argument can be found in Instagram posts: What better proof that a 
politician is a loving father than posting a picture of oneself enjoying quality time in a 
pool with his kids, like Canadian PM Justin Trudeau on Instagram (Trudeau, n.d.). An 
additional bonus of this strategic visual rhetoric is that the audience will believe they 
have concluded themselves (Miles, 2023).  
 

1.3.3 Ethos and authenticity 

So, what makes a candidate credible in online communication? In Goffman’s legacy, a 
candidate is supposed to play a specific ‘role’ in the stereotyped image of a politician 
in the arena of politics. To gain voters’ trust, they need to display the qualities of a 
leader and dress, speak and behave in the way a leader is expected to. So, it is of 
interest to monitor voters’ response when the politician shares a glimpse of the ‘real 
person’, the identity behind the candidate. This could possibly add to the notion of 
credibility and is tightly linked to the perceived authenticity of the message. Or this 
authenticity could also backfire with the audience when ‘real’ images turn out to be a 
product of a strategic marketing campaign? Admittedly, a candidate’s online image is a 
construct and users of social media should allow some acceptance towards the 
artificiality of the medium. However, when there are no ties to reality the message 
may be perceived as a visual lie and the audience will grow resistant towards both the 
message and the message’s source (Miles, 2023).  
 
In the next section, the psychological dimension of the virtual relationship between 
actor and audience will be addressed.  



 27 

 

1.4 The (parasocial) relationship between viewer 
and actor 

In the following sections, a closer look will be taken at the concepts of parasocial 
interactions and parasocial relationships. These concepts are relevant to gain a better 
understanding of the (virtual) relationship between the social media user (voter) on 
the one hand and the social media influencer (the politician) on the other. 
 

1.4.1 Parasocial interactions (PSI) and relationships 

In 1956, the concept of parasocial relationships was launched by Daniel Horton 
and Richard Wohl in their seminal article ‘Mass Communication and Para-Social 
Interaction: Observations on Intimacy at a Distance’ in the journal Psychiatry. A 
parasocial relationship is defined as a one-sided relationship that a media user engages 
in with a media persona (Liebers & Schramm, 2019; Tsay-Vogel & Schwartz, 2014). As 
suggested by the article’s title, along with parasocial relationships, Horton and Wohl 
(1956) also introduced the concept of parasocial interaction (PSI), which they defined 
as the approximation of ‘conversational give and take’ between a media user and 
media figure. The difference between both concepts lies in the depth and nature of 
the interaction. A parasocial interaction, on the one hand, takes place exclusively while 
interacting with a persona via media and psychologically resembles a real-life 
relationship; on the other hand, a parasocial relationship extends beyond a single 
media interaction and operates like a real-life relationship (Giles, 2002). So, if an 
individual feels close to a character while watching a series on Netflix, for example, 
Peaky Blinders, then the viewer is experiencing a parasocial interaction. However, 
when the user continues to think of the character after they have finished watching 
the show, a parasocial relationship has been established.  

 

1.4.2 How a PSI starts and ends.  

Like an in-person relationship, a parasocial relationship starts when a media 
user meets and becomes acquainted with a media persona (Giles, 2010). When the 
parasocial relationship comes to an end — for instance, when a television character 
dies, a social media account goes offline, or a media user decides to no longer engage 
with a media persona — the media user can go through a parasocial breakup and 
experience grief comparable to real-life break-ups (Eyal & Cohen, 2006). With the 
introduction of the concept of PSI, scholars in the fields of communication and 
psychology have focused on the depths, processes, and effects of PSIs. While scholars 
are mostly focused on a positive, friendship-like bond between a media user and a 
media figure, media users may also develop a negative relationship or romantic PSIs 
with different media figures (Liebers & Schramm, 2019). 

Although the relationship can be established with any kind of media figure — a 
social media influencer, celebrity, or animated character — and it can be mediated 
through all kinds of media, including movies, TV shows, podcasts, radio talk shows, or 
social media platforms, scholars have mostly been focused on the relationship with TV 
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figures, but literature is still scarce on the topic with social media influencers (Liebers 
& Schramm, 2019).  
 

1.4.3 Why do we form parasocial relationships? 

At first blush, PSIs might appear strange not only because of the lack of reciprocity but 
also because the relationship involves a virtual figure. So, why does one engage with 
media figures and gets emotionally involved with someone they will never meet in real 
life? Stever (2020) argues that the reality is that humans are at their core social 
creatures and are evolutionarily wired to make social connections. So, the social 
characteristics that have enabled us to establish relationships in real life have been 
extended to the media. With the advent of television in the mid-20th century and the 
advent of social media two decades ago, the number of faces humans become familiar 
with through the media has grown exponentially. For centuries before that, the 
number of familiar faces and voices was limited to those in our daily lives. Since our 
brains never established a difference between media figures and real-life persons, 
media encounters are responded to in the same way as if they occurred in real life 
(Stever, 2011). Yet, instead of labelling these kinds of relationships as pathological, 
most scholars have accepted them as normal and something that occurs often when 
receiving messages from the media (Stever, 2020). According to Tsay-Vogel & Schwartz 
(2014, p.72) engaging with a media figure brings substantial benefits for the viewer, 
which involves ‘viewer enjoyment, learning, identification, and need gratifications.’  

 

1.4.4 Impact of parasocial relationships 

In a recent study, Liebers and Schramm (2019) demonstrated that a parasocial 
connection with a media figure can impact political views, voting decisions, attitudes 
to gender, buying behaviour, and trust in various groups of people. This might be an 
explanatory factor for conspiracy thinking during the COVID-19 lockdowns when the 
influence of media figures’ social surrogacy roles increased. On a positive note, during 
quarantine, parasocial relationships might also have helped people cope with a 
prolonged period of limited social contact.  

The influence is not necessarily negative, the impact might also be positive 
when the relationship with the media figure is positive. Subsequently, parasocial 
interactions might increase an individual’s self-confidence, a stronger social identity 
and a feeling of belonging, and improve one’s belief in efficiency. Moreover, since 
people can engage in the same parasocial relationship in the absence of any jealousy 
or competition, this mutual parasocial connection can be a catalyst for the formation 
of real-life relationships (Sanderson, 2009). An example is when fans of the same 
singer Taylor Swift ‘Swifties’ meet each other and become friends in real life.  
 

1.4.5 Symbolic interactionism 

Scholars have found that the parallels between PSIs and real-life social 
interactions make it difficult to distinguish between the cognitive processes of 
mediated relationships and actual relationships (Tsay-Vogel & Schwartz, 2014). Tsay-
Vogel and Schwartz (2014) rely on Blumer’s theoretical concept of ‘symbolic 
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interactionism’ to explain the ways people perceive and construct their social worlds. 
Symbolic interactionism describes how people (re)act to the objects and events 
around them based on the meanings that they describe to them. These meanings are 
derived from social interactions with others and emerge from an interpretive process 
between the person and the object or event. So, since PSIs resemble social interactions 
— though they occur in a mediated context — the meanings assigned to media figures 
and the relationships that viewers develop with these (online) figures are indeed 
constructed. Consequently, PSIs can affect the viewer’s identity formation and social 
construction of reality. This effect can be subtle and indirect, as well as tangible and 
directly impact a person’s personality, values, or lifestyle (Tsay-Vogel & Schwartz, 
2014).  

 

1.4.6 Classification scheme of media figures on authenticity 

One of the main predictors of PSI is the reality status of a media figure or 
authenticity. This reality status has been defined as the ‘congruency between a TV 
character and what is observed in real life (Rosaen & Dibble in: Tsay-Vogel & Schwartz, 
2014). Or, in other words, to what extent could the media figure exist in the real 
world? Next to ‘figure authenticity’, there are a range of other factors suggested to be 
indicators of PSI, including affinity, liking, and attractiveness, to name just a few, but 
the scholarly focus has mainly been on authenticity since this predictor is independent 
of the viewer’s characteristics such as personality, values, beliefs, and attitudes. 
Attractiveness, for instance, could also be rated quite objectively, but it is still reliant 
on personal standards and values.  

To measure authenticity, an original classification scheme was proposed by 
Tsay-Vogel & Schwartz (2014) with four different dimensions:  

• Depiction (live action vs. animated) 

• Story (fiction vs. non-fiction) 

• Form (human vs. non-human) 

• Traits (super vs. normal) 
 

When applying this categorical scheme to a politician’s social media picture, for 
instance on Instagram, the picture would be labelled as a live-action, non-fiction story 
from a human being with normal traits. This suggests that the congruency of an 
Instagram visual with a real-life event is extremely high and so is the perceived 
credibility of every post.  

 

1.4.7 The impact of social media on parasocial relationships 

 Tsay-Vogel & Schwartz (2014, p.67) describe parasocial relationships as ‘one-
sided, nondialectical, controlled by the performer and not susceptible to mutual 
development’. However, the rise of social media has enabled online access to 
celebrities and politicians. So, on social media, it is possible for the viewer to respond 
and react to the posts of a public figure so an online conversation can occur. The actor, 
in turn, can like, retweet a message from the follower or even follow them back. A 
series of Twitter studies demonstrated how the relationship takes on a social 
dimension when there is the possibility of dialogue and direct communication 
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(Kruikemeier et al., 2013; Stever & Lawson, 2013). The nature of parasocial 
relationships and interactions has been modified by social media. Subsequently, Stever 
(2021) has proposed a continuum for positioning parasocial and social relationships. 
On the social end of the spectrum, there are the regular interactions in our day-to-day 
life. On the parasocial end of the spectrum are media figures we have no access to. In 
between, there are social interactions a voter has with the online account of a 
politician who can also be met in real life at political conferences, for instance.  

 
 

1.5 Impression management in politics 

Now it has been established that a parasocial connection with a media figure 
can not only impact voting behaviour and political attitudes but also makes sense to 
understand the importance of impression management in political communication.  

De Landtsheer (2004) has suggested that political communication is getting 
increasingly superficial and entertaining. There is little room left for in-depth 
conversations about policies and ideologies. Additionally, citizens are supposed to be 
less interested in politics and political involvement is decreasing. However, ratings and 
commercial interests dominate the media, so they are fighting over the voters’ 
attention on programs that are meant to be entertained. Consequently, citizens are 
increasingly encouraged to make intuitive voting decisions based on the cues about a 
candidate’s personality they receive via the media.  

 

1.5.1 Relevance of IM in elections 

The importance of cues or impressions should be put in perspective as there 
are still some other factors at play when casting a vote, such as party affiliation or the 
economic context (De Landtsheer, 2004). Nevertheless, the importance of these 
impressions via short and superficial messages seems more relevant than ever in a 
time of social media where information is increasingly visual and short. Therefore, 
candidates increasingly monitor the impression they make (self-presentation) at the 
expense of self-verification or authentic behaviour.  

In a low-information and low-involvement context, the impressions formed via 
the media on perceived political suitability serve increasingly as a voter heuristic. 
Consequently, the politician who is perceived as the most politically suitable will win 
the elections (De Landtsheer, 2004). Bittner (in Diedkova, De Landtsheer, & De Vries, 
2019) argues that the effect of the evaluations of leaders’ personalities on the election 
outcome counts as much as 10%. Cunningham (2013, p.8) also illustrates the 
importance of the online image:  

 
Because SNS are increasingly becoming the dominant form of communication 

 among Internet users, some might argue that the presentation of online 
 identity is key to success or failure in the information age. 

 
So, especially in the last days before the election, impressions could make a 

difference in voting behaviour. A recent example of this was the 2022 election in 
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Argentina where left-wing ex-president Lula Bolsonaro won over floating voters in the 
last debate at the expense of far-right incumbent president Jair Bolsonaro (Le Monde, 
2022).  

 

1.5.2 IM by De Landtsheer (2004) 

Despite the fact there is no scientific proof for physical appearance being an 
indication of character, people make interferences about physical demeanour and 
personality (De Landtsheer, 2004). An obvious example of this irrational logic is the 
perception that blond women are supposedly less intelligent, red-haired women are 
more emotional and aggressive, and overweight women are supposed to have less 
self-discipline (De Vries, 2007). These assumptions about physical appearance are 
essential in political impression management. The voter will judge a politician’s 
character via their appearance. So, how should a candidate look to be perceived as 
politically suitable? In her book Political Impression Management in Flanders and the 
Netherlands, De Landtsheer (2004) describes two experiments that she conducted two 
decades ago on the suitable appearances for politicians. De Landtsheer’s (2004) 
research showed how appearance and so the impression of political suitability can be 
managed and controlled for. Drawing on the theoretical insights from Shawn 
Rosenberg (1986; Rosenberg, 1987), De Landtsheer conducted two experiments to test 
the insights from Rosenberg’s U.S. research. The results from this research can be 
found  in ‘Political Impression Management in Flanders and the Netherlands’ and are 
the starting point for the present research.  
 

 Experiment 1: Perceived political suitability  
Are people more likely to vote for someone who looks intelligent? Or someone 

that is physically attractive? In this experiment conducted by De Landtsheer (2004), 
five different dimensions linked to perceived political suitability were explored: 
physical attractiveness, intelligence, trustworthiness, sympathy, and leadership. 
Drawing on Rosenberg’s research on IM in America, data was collected via a 
questionnaire about pictures and videos of unknown politicians, male and female in 
Flanders and The Netherlands. The questionnaire contained a five-point Likert scale 
measuring these five dimensions, plus a sixth question measuring ‘voting intention’. 
Respondents (students) were invited to evaluate 10 pictures or video fragments on a 
five-point Likert scale (Figure 1). So, each respondent attributed 60 scores. The 
pictures and video material depicted mock-up candidates that were selected from 
magazines and television. In total, 400 Flemish respondents and 517 Dutch 
respondents were recruited.  
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Figure 1. Political impression management questionnaire (translated from: De Landtsheer, 2004, p. 130). 

A strong correlation between political suitability, leadership, and intelligence 
was found. Trustworthiness, sympathy, and physical attractiveness are less important 
factors. These results corroborated the results from the research in the United States 
and Russia (De Landtsheer, 2004; Rosenberg & McCafferty, 1987). These conclusions 
suggest the existence of a universal stereotype in people’s minds on how a politician 
should behave and look.  

 

 A politically suitable appearance 
Next, the physical features that may be linked to the perception of political 

suitability were linked. The physical features of the ten highest and ten lowest-scoring 
politicians were listed on several topics such as hairstyle, facial expression, glasses, eye 
colour, facial hair, make-up, and jewellery. The results indicated that a candidate in 
Belgium should be between 40 and 60 years old, in the Netherlands between 35 and 
60; dress conservatively with a shirt and suit in contrasting colours and shy away from 
bright colours. Composed behaviour avoiding too many gestures was also a good 
reference for perceived political suitability. See Table 1 for a more detailed list.  
 

 Male Candidates Female Candidates 
Positive features • 40–45 years old 

• Conservative hairstyle 

• Dark or grey hair 

• No glasses or a small one 

• Smile without exposing 
teeth  

• Formal dressing style  

• A dark suit, a white shirt, 
and a tie in conservative 
colours 

• 45 years or older 

• Conservative, formal 
dress, and hairstyle 

• Formal suit and shirt in 
contrasting colours 

• Dark or grey hair 

• Mid-length hair 

 

 

Negative features • Under 40 years old 

• Ungroomed appearance  

• Fair hair 

• Unruly, curly hair 

• Thin lips 

• Wrinkles or age spots 

• Clothes in bright colours 
and prints 

• Double-breasted blazers 

• Under 45 years old 

• Blond hair 

• Long hair 

• Heavy or no make-up 

• Large or no jewellery 

• Suit in only dark colours 
or bright colours, prints 

Table 1. A selection of the positive and negative features of a politically suitable appearance (for the full 
list see: De Landtsheer, 2004, pp. 136-137).  

 

 Experiment 2 
Since impression management suggests a certain level of manipulation, De Landtsheer 
(2004) researched whether male and female politicians who were restyled with a 
politically suitable appearance received higher voting intention. In 1997 and 1998, 20 
low-profile politicians were selected, balanced for gender, from the council from 
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Utrecht in the Netherlands. A picture was taken before and after the candidates were 
restyled by a professional make-up artist and were dressed in the recommendations 
from the first experiment. So, for each candidate, there were two pictures in the 
experiment. These pictures were printed on mock-up flyers, equally balanced for five 
different local parties. The respondents were 100 students from the Catholic 
University of Tilburg. Each respondent was asked to rank five different pictures from 
least to most politically suitable. The results indicated that a politically suitable 
appearance positively affected the ranking; 63% of the male candidates and 72% of the 
female candidates were ranked first after restyling them. These conclusions illustrate 
not only how the perceived political suitability can be manipulated, but also the 
staggering influence of appearance as a deciding factor in voting behaviour. 

 

 Continued research on IM in Belgium by De Vries (2007) 
In his dissertation, De Vries (2007) built further on this research and questioned 

the influence of a candidate’s appearance on voter attitudes within the Belgian 
political context from political communication and political psychology perspectives. 
To do so, six mock election campaigns were set out with genuine Belgian politicians. 
The results of this experiment corroborate the findings established by De Landtsheer 
(2004) and Rosenberg (1987): political candidates who are running for office should 
adopt a more formal competent look to be perceived as politically suitable. Equally, 
the dimensions of competence and leadership turned out to be strong indicators of 
political suitability. On the other hand, physical attractiveness did not significantly 
contribute to the impression of political suitability. Interestingly, he argued that 
personality-related evaluations would become increasingly relevant within a context of 
ongoing personalization of politics and would only result in an increased emphasis on a 
candidate’s identity; this appears to be the case in today’s social media context. 
Moreover, it was assumed that the power of a candidate’s appearance would decrease 
when more information becomes available, such as a party logo. However, this 
hypothesis was not confirmed. So, it is fair to conclude that appearance does matter in 
Belgian politics.  

 
This section explained the conclusions on impression management and political 

suitability in the television era. In the next section, how social media has transformed 
political communication, illustrating the need to test former conclusions, will be 
highlighted.  
 

1.5.3 Social media as a disruptor? 

 Although impression management and visual communication have always 
existed, it is undeniable that social media has changed the way people interact, 
communicate, and engage with each other (Friebe, 2020). These so-called ‘new media’ 
have matured in their almost two decades of existence and have become a legitimate 
communication channel. The unique nature of social media offers an enormous 
potential that can be unlocked by both candidates and parties. This calls for an update 
of the existing literature on impression management in a digital media context. In the 
following chapters, different research questions are raised to evaluate from the 
audience’s perspective different storytelling strategies from politicians online.  
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The growing popularity of social media platforms has increased the relevance 
of impression management in political communication. These platforms provide 
politicians with an online space to construct an image of themselves and enable them 
to strategically highlight different aspects of their ‘selves’ to not only increase social 
capital, form new personal relationships, acquire jobs (Cunningham, 2013), or convince 
the floating voter. Consequently, the choice of the right ‘self’ becomes paramount. For 
example, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy uses social media to project a quite 
raw image in army clothes and a beard, reflecting the crisis his country is in. And 
though at first glance, this might appear authentic, reporting directly from the 
frontline, it is part of a strategic self-presentation strategy, emphasizing Ukraine’s need 
for international support.  
 

 Context IM research 
 At the time of De Landtsheer’s research, political communication was mostly 
mediated via mass media, like TV, radio, and posters but also the new ‘kid on the 
block’ at that time: websites. These ‘new’ media were increasingly being incorporated 
as a political communication tool within the context of Americanization and the 
growing modernization of election campaigns. The parallel with the current dynamics 
of social media being included in election campaigns is obvious. It was argued two 
decades ago that these dynamics enabled a growing professionalization of political 
communication in Belgium and the Netherlands with the use of communication 
experts, opening the path to an expanding personalization of politics. It remains the 
case now that — like 2004 — the Americanization of campaigns in Belgium is still 
limited because of laws such as budget restrictions. Nevertheless, campaigning has 
become increasingly important for decision outcomes as well as the image projected 
by the politicians running it. Social media has disrupted the traditional relationships 
between politicians, the media, and the voters. Since most of the information on 
candidates is mediated, the above conclusions need to be tested.  
 

 Social media and democracy 
In contrast to traditional media, such as television and newspapers, Taylor 

(2017) argues that on social media platforms, politicians are in full control of the 
creation and distribution of their image, which explains their growing popularity; this 
full control is relative since it is limited to their own account’s posts. However, the 
construction of an (online) image in a voter’s mind is not only based on the depictions 
of a politician’s feed; in reality, it is probably based on a series of experiences, mostly 
mediated and part of a collective imagination.  

Nevertheless, Taylor probably refers to the disruption of conventional 
processes that allows candidates to circumvent mainstream media. Indeed, social 
media allows candidates to broadcast their message without the intervention of 
traditional media (McGregor, 2018). In addition, traditional media tend to focus on a 
limited number of political leaders, so-called ‘focused visibility’ (Balmas & Sheafer, 
2016). So, social media is in that respect much more democratic and offers an avenue 
for self-presentation that is open to anyone and any party from any ideology. Social 
media platforms are easy to use, accessible, and free of charge. This might explain 
their growing popularity: as of January 2021, there were 4.2 billion active social media 
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users, which is the equivalent of more than 53% of the world’s total population (Kemp, 
2021). 

 

 Online conversations are increasingly picture-based 
Additionally, De Landtsheer suggests that the remedy against the growing 

infotainment and lack of content is to engage in direct communication to win over the 
floating voter. This is what social media offers: the possibility for two-way 
communication between candidate and voter. Moreover, social media platforms are 
increasingly visually oriented, which helps to overcome language barriers. The pictures 
on these platforms respond to the voter’s needs: they are fast, short, and easy to 
digest. Nevertheless, the reality is that these channels are more likely to be used as 
just one of many tools in a hybrid communication campaign (Lilleker, Tenschka, & 
Stetker, 2015) so their democratic power is limited: there is little or no room for 
dialogue with the voter on these platforms; hardly any politician replies to social media 
messages (Aalberts & Kreijveld, 2011; Kruikemeier, 2013). 

 

 Social media: not so democratic  
However, the story that is being told on social media platforms is — partly due 

to ongoing Americanization — often a clone of other accounts that are perceived as 
successful. Iconic examples of electoral wins thanks to social media, especially the case 
of former US President Barack Obama, are not easily copied by other politicians 
(Bimber, 2014). It is generally accepted that a substantial amount of both human and 
economic resources should be attributed to social media campaigns for them to 
become game-changers during elections. However, the digital space has become fully 
saturated with the presence of politicians all around the globe (Bimber, 2014).  

Additionally, the democratic character of social media has also been 
questioned because of the algorithms behind these platforms that favour content and 
push specific messages forward. An example is the so-called ‘rabbit hole’ where similar 
content to previously liked messages will be shown to the user, with the risk of getting 
blocked into an ‘echo chamber’. In other words, freedom of speech is not the same as 
freedom of reach (DiResta, 2018): a message will only be shown if it received a 
substantial number of likes by fellow users and it mirrors previously liked messages. 
Similar criticism was raised two decades ago about the impoverishment of television 
content by De Landtsheer (2004). It has been suggested that social media could serve 
as an equalizer and give a voice to anyone willing to engage. Sadly, however, there are 
too many examples of how this freedom of speech has contributed to undemocratic 
situations, including violence. One example is Donald Trump’s infamous tweet right 
before the attack on Capitol Hill on 6 January 2021, which led to the suspension of his 
Twitter account (Twitter, 2021). At the time of writing this thesis, this decision was 
reversed by entrepreneur Elon Musk who recently acquired Twitter and claims this 
decision was against freedom of speech (Peeters, 2022). Although questions are being 
raised about social media’s democratic character, the platforms also have enormous 
democratic potential by attracting the voter’s attention with easily accessible and 
digestible bits of information.  
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1.5.4 IM in other countries 

The aforementioned experiments have raised some questions about cross-
cultural differences. However, a few recent studies confirmed that informal self-
presentation style is unfavourable for perceived political suitability and competence. 
This research was conducted in different countries such as Greece (Poulakidakos & 
Giannouilli, 2019), Hungary (Farkas & Bene, 2021), Singapore (Jung et al., 2017), and 
Finland (Lindholm, Carlson, & Högväg, 2021). Conversely, Peng (2021) showed that in 
the US private images increase online likes and comments. In addition, some valuable 
research has been done on the topic of personalization on Instagram in Sweden and 
Norway (Filimonov, Russmann, & Svensson, 2016; Russmann, Svensson, & Larsson, 
2019). However, research is still lacking on visual rhetoric in political communication. 
So, in the next chapters, this gap in literature will be addressed.  

 

1.6 Discussion: Is IM unethical?  

Long (2021) argued that there is hardly any controversy around the concept of 
impression management; some scholars, however, do not agree on the ethical concern 
of impression management. Admittedly, impression management is by nature 
strategic and manipulative, especially when it is done consciously. Therefore, authors 
such as Jones and Pittman (1982), have labelled IM as purposeful, manipulative, and 
unethical. Leary (2001), on the other hand, disagrees that IM would be deceitful. 
Moreover, concurring with Goffman, he strongly suggests that impression 
management facilitates healthy and harmonious social interactions (Leary, 2001). For 
example, imagine what would happen if friends omit pleasantries and other tactical 
communication when being invited to one’s house.  

1.6.1 Toddlerization of politics 

However, one can argue that the responsibility also lies with the actor to 
maintain the credibility of politics. ‘Fake it until you make it’ seems no objection: 
people are fascinated with the projected image of success and beauty and willing to 
give everything: their support, money, and vote. Recently, the party leader of the 
Flemish social democrats, Conner Rousseau was singing disguised as a rabbit for 
several weeks in the popular ‘The Masked Singer’. This ongoing search for 
entertainment where form and style prevail — at the expense of content and hard-
working politicians far away from the cameras — is often criticized as the 
‘toddlerization’ of politics (De Vries, 2007). By participating in all kinds of 
entertainment, the political credibility of these politicians and politics more broadly 
are at stake. 

1.6.2 Multiple selves 

In addition, everyone has different selves so the context determines which 
‘self’ is the most appropriate (Cunningham, 2013). On Social Networking Sites (SNS), 
this can be taken quite literally. On these platforms, users are free to construct their 
own identity and can strategically highlight those aspects that can win them a job, 
friend, or any other form of social capital (Cunningham, 2013). So, people can create 
and navigate multiple identities across different platforms: a more ‘professional self’ 
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on LinkedIn, whereas a rather ‘seductive self’ will be highlighted on Tinder. In extremis, 
these platforms enable users to have a freedom of identity that is completely different 
to what is possible in real life (Cunningham, 2013). This idea is gaining momentum 
because of series like Inventing Anna and The Tinder Swindler. These commercial series 
highlight how one can use social media to craft a desired image.  

1.6.3 Open editorializing 

Research on voter knowledge and attitudes suggests that ‘the average citizen 
can be easily manipulated’ (Lilleker, 2019). There is less resistance towards politically 
entertaining pictures than explicit politicking (Messaris, 2019). Evidently, the concept 
of ‘impression management’ suggests a certain level of manipulation and ‘control’ of 
the actor, aiming to highlight the positive traits that are needed for the pursued 
position (De Landtsheer & De Vries, 2015) and hide any less favourable characteristics. 
While these kinds of visuals might not be seen as means of covert misinformation, the 
idea that the public is led on by visual persuasive communication is a dangerous one. 
The strategic use of imagery by communication experts aiming to control and 
manipulate social norms indicates a certain level of immorality. A political campaign’s 
main goal is often to manipulate the perception of not only the candidate’s image but 
also what is right and what is wrong. Moreover, the depictions of politicians are 
increasingly technically manipulated, due to growing means of manipulation such as 
filters or Photoshop, with the manipulation often remaining invisible. Messaris (2019) 
argues that the link between the picture and reality is dead with tools such as 
Photoshop. However, in today’s world, there is a large segment of the population that 
is unaware of the existence of digital manipulation. There is even a level of acceptance 
towards this photo manipulation and rather than labelling them as ‘visual lies’ they are 
experienced as ‘open editorializing’ (Messaris, 2019, pp. 24). This level of acceptance 
towards these persuasive visuals might be because, today, most users are both 
creators and consumers. 

1.6.4 Impression management and authenticity 

Far too often, media experts’ advice is to copy the brand marketing of 
successful politicians, assuming that this is the best way to market one’s image. 
Consequently, popular accounts such as former US President Barack Obama, who is 
one of the most followed accounts in the world, inspire politicians on how to market a 
personal brand. However, followers are keen on the authenticity that is projected on 
the account so what might work for that person does not necessarily work for another 
one. In addition, there are some tactics that do not appear sincere, such as posting a 
picture of an ice pack on one’s knee after running a marathon with the caption: ‘This 
happens when running a marathon’. This is an indirect way to ask for compliments or 
boast about doing a marathon (Long, 2021).  

Yet, the notion of authenticity is also linked to the privatization dimension of 
impression management (Miles, 2023; Lalancette & Raynauld, 2023). Before social 
media, we needed paparazzi to get a snapshot of the real life of celebrities or 
politicians. On social media, however, celebrities share snapshots of their holidays and 
loved ones themselves. More than ever, the viewer has a first-hand experience of the 
‘real’ identity behind the celebrity. But is this really the case? Is the constructed image 
a genuine reflection of reality? The image of the celebrity might be carefully 
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constructed with depictions that have been strategically filtered, altered, adapted, and 
selected before their distribution. So, one could wonder to what extent are these 
pictures linked to reality. 

Never have famous people appeared to be this close and familiar to their 
followers: pictures of Prince Harry, Beyoncé and Justin Trudeau pop up in the 
followers’ feed, as if they are part of a circle of friends and family, only centimetres 
away on one’s screen. But little is known about how people interact with the 
presented content. So, what is the best way to portray oneself on these popular and 
powerful platforms? Based on the insights formulated in the next chapters, 
conclusions can be formulated on what online candidate image garners the most voter 
support. So, these conclusions serve communication experts, politicians, and the voter 
who gains greater insight into the strategic communication strategies behind the 
projected images in the media.  

1.6.5 Is IM ethical? The user decides. 

To conclude, most people are aware of the visual manipulation. So, the 
disagreement on the ethics of IM could be settled by Long’s argument (2021): It is the 
eye of the beholder that matters most. The answer to the question whether 
impression management is ethical, is positive on one condition: when the audience 
has identified specific behaviour as an attempt to manage the impression by others 
when they have the impression that they are being led on and the actor has been 
perceived as tactical and possibly unethical. But when no such intentions have been 
identified, then there are fewer ethical concerns according to Long (2021). In addition, 
a possible remedy to control for manipulation is to consult multiple sources and not 
use social media as the only or primary news source.  
 

 

1.7 Proposed model of theory 

In the field of political communication, a growing number of politicians are 
reaching out by posting pictures of their upbringing, loved ones, and hobbies on social 
media networks. The growing popularity of these platforms in political communication 
can be explained by several socio-economic trends, including ongoing personalization 
and visualization, which have affected the style and content of political messages in an 
unprecedented manner (Lilleker, 2014; Lilleker, 2019). These platforms, especially 
visually oriented platforms such as Instagram, offer an ideal avenue for self-
presentation and are a powerful tool for (digital) storytelling aiming to construct an 
ideal image. Subsequently, this changed dynamic has affected political communication.  

 
Pictures are a logical means of communication in the construction of an ideal, 

desired candidate image, especially on social media platforms. And within a context of 
increasing privatization, personalization, and visualization it should not come as a 
surprise how these emotional and intimate visuals thrive well with followers. On 
Instagram, these pictures have the potential to appeal to a large audience as they are 
easy to understand since they surpass language barriers. It offers politicians the 
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possibility to construct a favourable image and share with potential voters a glimpse 
into their private lives to come across as more ‘human’ (Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017).  

 
Within the field of political psychology, political communication and political 

marketing, the IM theory assumes that a politician’s (online) image can not only be 
managed but also manipulated and constructed (impression construction). IM is not a 
static, one-way process but a dynamic mechanism between the politician and the 
voter. The aim of the politician is to create a favourable persona with the voter — via 
impression formation- which in turn affects voting attitudes and ultimately, voting 
behaviour. In low-information and low-interest politics, voters are increasingly 
dependent on impressions — at the expense of content — while making voter 
decisions. These impressions, received from candidates’ physical appearance, are 
predominantly via media messages including social media (Simge, 2021). 
Consequently, political messages are becoming more superficial, and voters are relying 
increasingly on style at the expense of content (De Landtsheer, De Vries, & Vertessen, 
2008). This evolution has not only been observed in Belgium or the United States, but 
also in African countries for instance, such as Ghana (Asomaning & Ababio, 2020) or 
Nigeria (Ismaila, Ayanda, Ayodele, & Abdurasak, 2020). Other more recent studies also 
provide evidence for the correlation between a candidate’s physical appearance and 
self-presentation, on the one hand, and voting intention, on the other hand (Jung et 
al., 2017; Lindholm, Carlson, & Högväg, 2021, Peng (2021). Hence, neither the 
potential nor the power of online visuals can be underestimated.  

 Previous research has shown that in the television era a formal, businesslike 
presentation contributes to the notion of political suitability (De Landtsheer, 1999, 
2004; De Vries, 2007). However, the ongoing privatization of political visual 
communication seems to suggest that social media has changed the image of political 
suitability amongst voters. This increasing privatization in pictural communication is a 
popular political marketing technique to present one’s human side, and the personal 
private side of the politician, like pictures with their children, on holiday with a 
partner, or playing sports (Farkas & Bene, 2021; Jung et al., 2017; Peng, 2021; 
Lindholm, Carlson, & Högväg, 2021). Yet, it remains to be seen whether this self-
presentation strategy is rewarded at the ballot box.  

 
The most supported self-presentation style for a candidate’s online image will 

be evaluated by measuring both online engagement (likes and comments on 
Instagram) and offline engagement (candidate selections). This engagement will be 
compared for two online self-presentation styles: Instagram images picturing the 
candidate in an easy-going informal style — in casual dress in a private setting, off duty 
— will be compared to pictures of the same politician in a professional, formal style — 
wearing business dress in a professional context, on duty. Figure 1. summarizes the 
aforementioned concepts into one image:  
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Figure 1. Proposed theoretical model for online image and impression management. 

1.7.1 Main Research Question 

In the next chapters, these conclusions will be tested for pictures of politicians 
on online platforms. The perception of political suitability is still contingent on 
competence and leadership, or whether their importance is declining in favour of 
likeability and physical attractiveness, will be explored. Thus, we will see whether the 
conclusions about impression management from De Landtsheer (2004) and De Vries 
(2007) still stand in this social media age. In addition, regional differences in preferred 
presentation styles between Belgium and abroad as well as between high- and low-
profile candidates will be examined. So, drawing on the IM framework, the main 
research question is whether social media has affected previous conclusions on 
impression management. So: 

 
Does a less formal and casual appearance contribute to perceived political 

suitability and garner more voter support than a formal appearance on Instagram?  
 

1.7.2 The Different Chapters: A Summary 

In general, the existing literature on visual political communication is still scant 
and the present thesis aims to fill various gaps: 

● Testing a politically suitable candidate image in a digital context. 
● Providing a methodology for performing visual object analysis, suitable for large 

datasets like those produced by social media platforms. 
● Adding to the existing framework of political marketing with a better 

understanding of the voters’ wants and needs on online candidate image.  
● Providing recommendations to the field of political marketing by formulating 

effective digital storytelling strategies, tested on a Belgian and a global level.  
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To give a clear outline of the thesis, a summary of every chapter is given below:  
 

 Chapter 2: To tweet or not to tweet. An Analysis of Twitter Use During 
the 2014 Belgian Elections. 

The next chapter is a pilot study: a quantitative impact study of Twitter use on 
preferential votes, compared for Flemish and Walloon politicians. It seeks to 
understand, establish, and present my observations about social media use by Belgian 
politicians eight years ago. Although the set-up of the research as well as the 
theoretical framework were relevant in 2014, I am aware of the topicality issues linked 
to this study since social media evolves rapidly. However, it is relevant in providing 
insight into the social media behaviour of Belgian politicians at that time to provide a 
starting point as a retrospective to better understand the current strategies. It shows 
how some early adopters from a selective number of parties embraced the ‘new 
media’ as a communication tool. At that time, it was questionable whether social 
media were relevant for Belgian politicians in their strategy. This chapter was the 
motivation to further research the effects of online strategies. However, in 2014, it 
was unthinkable for Belgian politicians to reach out to their constituency via 
Instagram. Since then, political media campaigns have become increasingly 
professionalized and have fully embraced social media as one of the many channels to 
reach out to their constituency (Mangolds & Faulds, 2009; Karlsen & Enjoiras, 2016). 
Consequently, other (visual) platforms, including Instagram, have become increasingly 
popular and mainstream, so an in-depth analysis of the visual self-presentation 
strategies is needed  . From an impression management point of view, Instagram is the 
perfect tool for self-presentation to shape an online image. Using the platform, one 
can highlight the facets of a desired online persona via images and downplay less 
desired facets. Consequently, in the next chapters, Instagram will be the platform of 
choice for further analysis.  
 This pilot study aims to answer three main questions. First, who are the 
politicians using Twitter for campaigning purposes and what variables can predict 
Twitter use? Second, when do Belgian politicians use it and how frequently? And third, 
do tweeting politicians perform better at the ballot box? This study describes how 
Twitter began as a campaign tool mainly used by Flemish politicians and less so by 
Walloon candidates: a Flemish candidate was 18.7% more likely to have a Twitter 
account compared to a candidate from the French community. It is popular amongst 
young politicians (20-35 years old) and incumbent politicians, regardless of ideology, 
party size, gender, or media attention. Additionally, this study showed that in 2014, 
Twitter was a campaign tool mostly used right before the elections but barely used 
outside the elections. Lastly, Twitter provokes a feeling of closeness: a trend towards 
significance was observed for Flemish politicians between the number of tweets and 
the number of preferential votes. However, the impact on voter preference votes can 
now be discussed since almost all politicians have an online presence. So, the 
competitor advantage of an online account has disappeared. 
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 Introduction of a Data Collection Method for Visual Analysis of 
Instagram Pictures 

The next chapter of this thesis focuses on the interdisciplinary method that was 
created for data collection to deal with the data challenges posted by social media. 
Since social media is a relatively recent phenomenon, current data collection methods 
simply cannot manage the challenges imposed by these networks. This chapter aims to 
fill in this gap. Since the data method collection of choice is rather new and 
revolutionary, especially for the field of social sciences, a short but independent 
chapter offers more detail on the methodology. Although social media has matured in 
its two decades of existence and a growing body of research focuses on visual online 
political communication, many research questions remain unanswered due to the lack 
of a useful data collection method. The task of collecting vast amounts of data from 
unstructured sources such as Instagram pictures can be a challenging one.  

Further, human analysis of a large visual dataset would be too time-consuming. 
Therefore, the researcher chose a neural network and automated object detection 
analysis. The usefulness of visual analysis via automated object detection has been 
demonstrated in other fields, such as surveillance cameras and is constantly improving. 
This chapter demonstrates its usefulness for social sciences and how it can be applied.  

So, this chapter elaborates further on a state-of-the-art methodology, called 
‘YOLO’ or You Only Look Once. The main purpose of this chapter is to investigate the 
usefulness of this method that enables us to collect data on pre-existing visuals. The 
method was tested and fulfilled three main purposes: 1) It needed to detect a list of 
items in both an effective yet efficient way on a picture; 2) It had to quantify several 
KPIs for these pictures to measure user engagement; 3) The methodology needed to 
be able to scrape this data from social networking platforms. Although some 
knowledge of computer science is required, or cooperation with another academic is 
recommended, YOLO was proven to be a useful and trustworthy solution for any 
academic in search of collecting visual features in a fast and systematic way. 
Moreover, as it is open-source technology, YOLO will continue to improve and the list 
of objects that can be detected will only grow longer.  
 

 Making Sense of Political Images on Instagram: 
Analysing the Online Image and Impression Management of World Leaders 
versus Belgian Politicians. A Comparison of Two Case Studies. 

 
One of the main advantages of the data collection method, YOLO, is that it can 

be easily set up and repeated on different datasets. This allows for instance to 
compare different geographical regions, as proposed in this third study. This chapter 
aims to identify the online candidate image that generates the most voter support. So, 
it compares the online engagement of the two most observed self-presentation styles 
on a candidate’s Instagram: first, a business formal style and second, a casual, 
informal, personal presentation style. The theoretical framework is drawn from the 
impression management research by De Landtsheer in 2004 which suggested that 
perceived political suitability is bound to a formal presentation and garners the most 
voting support. However, the observation of a growing informality in the online 
branding strategy of politicians suggests that these conclusions might be challenged in 
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an online environment. Thus, there is a need for ongoing research on candidate image 
and visual rhetoric in a social media environment — and this study responds to this 
call.  

This strategy of increasing privatization adheres to the informal character of 
social media in general, but Instagram in particular. The informal nature of Instagram 
encourages politicians to display and expose not only their official pictures but also to 
offer a ‘sneak peek’, a behind-the-scenes view of their personal lives. This should 
contribute to the perceived authenticity of the sender, which, in turn, should be 
beneficial for voters’ support. This visual rhetoric strategy has been observed by 
politicians all over the world (for examples, see the introduction).  
 The first experiment focuses on 671 low-profile Belgian candidates, inspired by 
the original experiment by De Landtsheer (cfr. 1.6.1 for a detailed description) to 
control for pre-existing opinions or party affiliation. The set-up of this study, however, 
differs in several aspects from the original experiment due to its nature: the focus of 
this research is on online visual communication. So, for this research, it is suggested 
that online engagement (the likes and comments that accompany a candidate’s post) 
is a meaningful factor to measure voter support. The original experiment used a 
questionnaire to measure perceived political suitability. This data collection will be 
used in the final chapter where the same questions were distributed via an online 
survey and online engagement was added to the questionnaire.  

The first experiment was then repeated on a selection of high-profile 423 world 
leaders (see annex in chapter 4 for the full list). So, in total, the entire Instagram profile 
of 1094 candidates was analysed. This large dataset is an essential difference from the 
original experiment.  

Since this is about online candidate image, there is no such thing as country 
boundaries. International leaders, like the US president, have followers from all over 
the world. So, the pictures they share become part of an online visual rhetoric. Thus, it 
is of interest to test the validity of the first experiment’s conclusions on high-profile 
candidates. Interestingly, the results from both experiments were equal: a formal 
image resonates best with the voter, regardless of their age, gender, social media use, 
education, or ethnicity. Since these results corroborate with the research of De 
Landtsheer and De Vries (2008), it can be argued that political communication thrives 
on different dynamics than commercial marketing and communication. The 
conclusions of this research suggest the existence of a specific stereotype in voters’ 
minds for how a politician should look like.  

 

 Judging a Book by its Cover. Political Impression Management on 
Instagram: Privatization and voter engagement 

The last chapter of this thesis looks at a quantitative study of voters’ evaluation 
of self-presentation styles. This study uses an online survey, like the questionnaire by 
De Landtsheer’s experiment but supplemented with questions measuring online liking 
intention (see full questionnaire in the annex, chapter 5). Results corroborated with 
previous experiments confirming a politician with a formal style still receives the 
highest support amongst respondents across the world, despite increasingly observed 
privatization. This corresponds to the traditional media era, and therefore, one might 
conclude that social media has not affected the perception of political suitability. Yet, 
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it is suggested that the problem lies with the politicians: they lack understanding of the 
voters’ wants and needs, a gap that is filled by this research.  
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To Tweet or not to Tweet? Do Tweeting 

Politicians Perform Better at the Ballot 
Box? An analysis of Twitter Use During the 

Belgian National Elections in 2014 

Chapter published in: International Journal of Politics, Culture and Socialization, 1-2, 
2017, 107-124.  

Abstract 

Social media, and Twitter in particular, are playing an increasing role in the day-

to-day activities of politicians (Weber Shandwick, 2014). Before the digital 

revolution, the relationship between the politician and the voter was mediated 

by journalists and broadcast media. In contrast to traditional media, social 

media such as Twitter is presumed to enable politicians to engage directly with 

the electorate (Kruikemeier et al., 2015). In the last decade, there was a growing 

interest in the role of social media in election campaigns, triggered by Barack 

Obama’s victory in the 2008 U.S. presidential election and more recently, by 

Donald Trump’s triumph in 2016 (Rodriguez-Andres, 2018). This paper examines 

three main questions: First, who are the politicians that use Twitter for 

campaigning purposes and what variables can predict who uses Twitter? 

Second, when do they use it and how frequently? And third: do tweeting 

politicians perform better at the ballot box? The main findings reveal that a 

Flemish candidate has a higher probability (18.7%) of being present on Twitter 

compared to a candidate from the French community. Another important 

finding is that there is no significant association between the number of tweets 

and the number of preferential votes, but there is a trend towards significance 

for the Flemish politicians.  

Keywords: Twitter, social media, elections, Belgium, political communication 
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2.1 Introduction 

Over the past decade, the modernization of politics has encouraged the use of 
social media in the context of perception politics and political impression management 
(De Landtsheer et al., 2008). Political parties and candidates increasingly use the 
possibilities of social media in general, and Twitter in particular, to interact with the 
public (Vergeer et al., 2013; Weber Shandwick, 2014). Social media in general is 
extremely useful for self-promotion directly to the public without any intervention of 
the media not only because of their easy accessibility but also because of their direct 
and interactive character. Through these channels, politicians can easily engage with 
the voter or the media (Kruikemeier et al., 2014).  

Thus, a well-thought-out combination of social media platforms, such as 
Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube, has become an essential aspect of the 
campaign repertoire (Jacobs & Spierings, 2016). However, the strategy behind the use 
of digital tools appears to be building on case-by-case findings rather than consistent 
theory formation. Consequently, there is a growing need for knowledge: therefore, 
questions related to Twitter’s role in election campaigns have been studied extensively 
in recent years by researchers from various fields such as political marketing, political 
communication, or computer science. A clear majority of the existing research is 
focused on the U.S. (Adams & McCorkindale, 2013; Aharony, 2012; Chi & Yang, 2011; 
Christensen, 2013; Conway et al. 2013; Golbeck et al. 2010; Hemphill et al., 2013; 
Hong, 2013; Kreiss, 2016; Lassen & Brown, 2011; Rodriguez-Andres, 2018; Straus et al., 
2013; Zhang et al., 2013) and the United Kingdom (Adi et al., 2014; Aharony, 2012; 
Baxter & Marcella, 2012; Graham et al., 2014; Lilleker and Jackson, 2010; Margaretten 
& Gaber, 2014). Yet, this does not mean that there is not a wealth of information 
available for other countries across the globe (Aharony, 2012; Ahmed & Skoric, 2014; 
Amirullah et al., 2013; Bruns & Highfield, 2013; Enli & Skogerbø, 2013; Gilmore, 2012; 
Graham et al., 2014; Hsu & Park, 2012; Kruikemeier, 2014; Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014; 
Larsson & Moe, 2012; Lee & Oh, 2012; Small, 2011; Vaccari et al., 2013; Vergeer & 
Hermans, 2013; Vergeer et al., 2011; Vergeer et al. 2013; Verweij, 2012). However, in 
the few cases in which Belgium has been used as a case study for Twitter, the authors 
focus on a different topic than the present article namely a network analysis of the 
conversation patterns on Twitter (D’Heer & Verdeghem, 2014). The present study 
seeks to fill that gap and uses data from both the Flemish and French-speaking parts of 
the country. 

Many of these recent studies have focused on three different topics. Firstly, the 
research looks at the kind of parties and candidates that tend to adopt Twitter. 
Second, there is an extensive amount of literature available that addresses questions 
on how parties and candidates use Twitter by analysing technical features, such as the 
use of messages or retweets or a content analysis of the tweets. The third group of 
research contains effect studies, trying to understand the effects of Twitter on users 
who follow them. This article examines issues relating to the first and the third group 
of studies by answering the following question: Do tweeting politicians perform better 
at the ballot box? 
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2.2 Theoretical Framework 

In recent years, social media has become an essential facet of political 
campaigning with numerous studies being conducted on the topic (Agranodd & Tabin, 
2011; Jacobs & Spierings, 2016). Only a few studies examine the underlying online 
communication strategies of politicians during campaign periods (Jackson & Lilleker, 
2011). It is essential to get a better understanding of these different tactics because 
the strategy has been proven crucial (Graham et al., 2014). We need a better 
understanding of how social media is included in election campaigns around the world. 
Previous research argued that politicians who had a website received a significantly 
higher number of votes compared to those without a website (D’Alessio, 1997). 
Furthermore, several authors have observed an association between cyber-
campaigning and the number of votes a candidate receives (Gibson & McAllister, 2011; 
Hansen, 2014; Koc-Michalska et al., 2014). Some studies even found a moderate but 
positive effect of Twitter use on preferential votes (Jacobs & Spierings, 2014; Spierings 
& Jacobs, 2014; Kruikemeier, 2014; Kruikemeier et al., 2015). Notwithstanding other 
authors, such as Park and Perry (2008), are rather sceptical about a potential voter 
bonus. They are convinced that online campaigning will reach people who are already 
engaged in politics and has the potential to promote other forms of political 
engagement like money donations, but this will result in additional votes. Therefore, it 
is argued that if a significant difference were to be found, it would be small 
(Kruikemeier et al., 2015).  

 

2.2.1 Social presence theory 

Due to its interactive character, Twitter facilitates two-way conversations 
between the candidate and their followers, which resembles features of offline 
interpersonal communication. Via these personal and interactive messages, the 
candidate appears to be closer to the reader and is perceived by the voter as more 
‘present’. This interactive and personal use of messages by the candidate could lead to 
a feeling of closeness, an enhanced positive feeling towards the candidate from the 
voter followed by an increase in political involvement. The ‘social presence theory’ 
postulates that the ‘social presence’ of a politician, the feeling of closeness, could 
result in an 55increased intention to vote for the respective candidate. Hence, 
politicians would benefit significantly when present on social media (Kruikemeier et 
al., 2015; Lee & Oh, 2012; Lee & Shin, 2012). However, being present online is not 
sufficient: the frequency of tweets (Spierings & Jacobs, 2014) and the level of 
personalized interaction with followers are essential in order to generate a small but 
significant effect on preferential votes (Kruikemeier et al., 2013). Therefore, Spierings 
& Jacobs (2014) conclude that politicians who do not update their social media 
accounts, also referred to as ‘social zombies’, do not generate any additional votes.  

 

2.2.2 Who uses Twitter and when? 

Several studies have examined what background features can predict Twitter 
use of political parties and candidates. These features will help to answer the second 
research question: What variables can predict Twitter use and who uses it today? 
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Surprisingly, the general findings are quite consistent across various countries and 
election cycles. In general, the variables that might predict higher Twitter use are 
incumbency, media attention, age, gender, and party ideology. The overall conclusion 
is that candidates of well-established major parties, incumbent parties, and those with 
high budgets are more likely to include Twitter in their strategy (Jungherr, 2016). 
Additionally, it has been observed that populist parties use Twitter less often than non-
populist parties (Ahmed & Skoric, 2014; Amirullah et al., 2013; Evans et al., 2014; 
Gilmore, 2012; Peterson, 2012; Vergeer & Hermans, 2013). Previous studies evaluating 
the impact of gender observed inconsistent results: some studies find male candidates 
to be more likely to use Twitter (Graham et al., 2014) while other studies conclude that 
women are more likely to use Twitter (Gilmore, 2012; Hemphill et al. 2013). Young 
politicians are more drawn to the medium than old politicians; Twitter is especially 
popular within the 35–54-year-old age group (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011; Larsson & Moe, 
2013; Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014).  

Twitter is often used as a channel to broadcast short and powerful quotes, 
‘soundbites’ (De Landstheer et al., 2008) triggered by public events, such as elections. 
What better way than to use a 280-character message to express an opinion that can 
be easily shared with the public without journalists intervening (Kruikemeier et al., 
2015)? Therefore, we expect to see an increase in the number of tweets in the days 
before the elections, peaking on 25 May (election day) and 12 October (government 
formation) 

Drawing on the theoretical framework explained above, this article will focus 
on six distinct hypotheses:  

1. Merely having a Twitter account is not sufficient to generate additional 
preferential votes. 

2. Actively tweeting politicians have more preferential votes than politicians who 

are inactive. 
3. Politicians between 35 and 55 years are more likely to have a Twitter account 

compared to those 20–35 years old and 55–80 years old.  

4. Politicians representing major parties are more likely to have a Twitter account 
than politicians from small parties.  

5. Politicians from non-populist parties will more likely have a Twitter account 

than politicians from populist parties.  
6. Tweet frequency will peak on election day, 25 May, and on the day the 

government forms, 12 October.  

 

2.3 Research design  

2.3.1 Federal elections in Belgium 

Based on the models of media and politics distinguished by Hallin & Mancini 
(2004), Belgium represents a democratic corporatist model. Without elaborating 
extensively on this theory, the features of the respective model described by the 
authors are media autonomy and journalistic professionalization, early development of 
mass circulation press, and strong public broadcasting. In the present article, both the 
Flemish and Walloon regions are taken into consideration, which enables the results 
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between both regions to be compared. Due to Belgium’s multi-party system and the 
existence of an electoral threshold, coalition governments must be formed and small 
parties (below 5%) are disregarded. In Belgium, there is compulsory voting: in the 
Flemish community, voters are restricted to voting for Flemish parties and vice versa in 
Wallonia.  

For this study, the 12 parties of the 2010 government have been included: 
PvdA (Flemish) as the only populist party on the far left, Groen (Flemish) and Ecolo 
(French) on the left, SPA (Flemish) and PS (French) are centre-left parties, CD&V 
(Flemish) and CdH (French) are centre parties, Open VLD (Flemish) and MR are centre-
right parties, NVA (Flemish) and FDF (French) are nationalist right-wing parties, and 
Vlaams Belang is the populist party on the far right for the Flemish community. 
Incumbent parties in the present study are the Catholic parties CD&V and CDH, the 

Socialist parties SPA and PS and the liberal parties MR and Open Vld. Despite their 

electoral success in 2010, N-VA and green parties Ecolo and Groen held the challenger 
position for the 2014 elections. 

In terms of the internet landscape, Belgium makes an ideal case study; in 2014, 
84% of the households in Belgium had at least one computer and 83% had an internet 
connection. The majority of the households (83%) use the internet regularly, which is 
considerably higher than the rest of the EU (75%). One of the main activities on the 
internet is social media such as Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, Skyrock, and Netlog (FOD 
Economie, 2015).  
 

2.4 Data Collection  

The Twitter Application Program Interface (Hemphill et al., 2013) allows users 
to capture tweets containing a certain keyword or hashtag using a free or paying 
scraping service. For the present study, a free tool called Snapbird was used, in 
combination with a manual check. The combination of automatic and manual data 
collection reduces the chance of overlooking any tweets since scraping tools are 
unlikely to deliver a comprehensive list of tweets. The sample for the present research 
is the result of a systematic selection of the top two political candidates of each party 
that had obtained at least one seat in parliament in the 2010 elections. Because of this 
method, gender is matched for each party because every party is obliged by law to 
have a difference in gender for the top two candidates since 2002 (Instituut voor de 
gelijkheid van vrouwen en mannen, 2005). 

2.4.1 Timing 

Following the procedure described above, the tweets of 146 candidates and 12 
different parties were collected over a period of 28 weeks: the start date was 8 weeks 
before election day on 25 May 2014 until the government was formed on 12 October 

2014. This resulted in a total of 36,319 tweets. The respective sample of candidates 
consists of 83 Flemish candidates representing 7 Flemish parties and 62 Walloon 
candidates representing 5 Walloon parties.  
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2.4.2 Data 

In total, 13 variables have been mapped for each individual candidate: gender, 
age on 31 December 2014, grouped according to age in 4 cohorts from 25 to 80 years 
old, ethnicity (3 different labels for Belgian, Asian, or African origin), party number 
(labelled from 1 to 12 from left to right wing), media attention (N = amount of 
mentions of politicians in the media), incumbency (Yes = 1, No = 0), having a Twitter 
account (yes = 1, no = 0), region (Flemish community = 1, French community = ‘2’ for 
Wallonia and Brussels-Capital Region combined), province (11 provinces in Belgium), 
level of education (5 labels from high school to PhD) and the number of tweets. The 
dependent variable is ‘number of preferential votes’ (Appendix 1).  

The data were collected on the personal website of the respective candidate or 
the personal profile on the parties’ websites. In addition to these websites, their 
personal social media accounts are a useful source of information on variables such as 
education level, age, or ethnicity. The candidate was labelled as ‘1’ for having a Twitter 
account with publicly available tweets. In some rare cases, the handle was kept 
private, and these candidates were labelled as ‘0’ in the variable ‘having a Twitter 
handle yes or no’ since they only use it for private communication and not as a tool in 
their communication strategy.  

To guarantee the authenticity of Twitter accounts, Twitter has launched a 
Verified Account Program since 2009, which is designed to establish the authenticity of 
well-known accounts. This does not suggest that accounts without the ‘Verified 
Account’ badge are fake since this program is not widespread. Nevertheless, careful 
attention was given to the authenticity of Twitter accounts1. Candidate lists and 
electoral outcomes for past elections are publicly available on the government’s 
website (FOD Binnenlandse zaken, 2014a; FOD Binnenlandse Zaken 2014b). The 
variable ‘media attention’ is defined as the number of mentions of the candidate’s 
name on Gopress, an online monitoring system of print, online, and social media in 
Belgium. The factor ‘Education’ was labelled as ‘unknown’ when candidates did not 
make the information publicly available.  

 

2.4.3 Method 

Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS software. For the association 
between background features and Twitter use, logistic regression models were 
utilised. Significance levels were set at the 5% level (p = 0.05). A univariate analysis was 
applied to the data to answer the first hypothesis with the variable ‘the number of 
votes’ as a dependent variable and ‘having a Twitter account yes/no’ as the 
independent variable while controlling for incumbency, gender, age group, education, 
media attention, and party. The data for the variables, ‘number of votes’ and ‘number 
of tweets,’ were normalized and a log for both variables was transformed into ‘ln 
votes’ and ‘ln tweets’ respectively. 

 

 

 

1 Since the time of writing of this article, the verification process has changed. More information: 
https://help.twitter.com/en/managing-your-account/about-twitter-verified-accounts  

https://help.twitter.com/en/managing-your-account/about-twitter-verified-accounts
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2.5 Results 

In this section, the results will be discussed. First, on a descriptive level, the 
results give us insights into who is active on Twitter and when; followed by the results 
from a multi-regression analysis that tests whether the association between Twitter 
and preferential votes is significant. 

2.5.1 Who tweets and when?  

In total, 36,319 tweets have been captured in almost 7 months from 146 
individual candidates. Within our sample, 70.5% have an active Twitter account. 
However, Twitter was much more popular in Flanders than in Wallonia: 81% of the 
Flemish candidates had a Twitter account, versus 56.5% of the French politicians (for 
Wallonia and Brussels Capital Region together). As explained, gender has been 
matched by selecting the top 2 candidates for each party: exactly 50% are female and 
50% are male. The difference between male and female candidates is 17.9%: 79.5% of 
the male candidates had a Twitter account versus 61.6% of the female candidates.  

The impact of party size was not significant. CDH, a major party and FDF, a 
small party, had the least candidates with a Twitter account (respectively 33.3% and 
42.9%). Groen, CD&V and Open VLD had the most candidates with a Twitter account 
(91.7%). From NVA, the biggest party in the country, 83.3% of candidates were active 
on Twitter. The left-right position of political parties within the Belgian political 
spectrum did not have any significant impact on Twitter behaviour. No clear pattern 
could be observed: politicians from the Flemish left party PvdA were not very active on 
Twitter: only 58.3% had a Twitter account whilst 83.3% of politicians from the extreme 
right party had 8.3% a Twitter account. Surprisingly, only 11.7% of the incumbent 
candidates did not have a Twitter account versus the non-incumbents, 32% of whom 
are not active on Twitter. Twitter was very popular among the younger age groups: 
88.2% of the 20–35-year-old candidates had a Twitter account, followed by 73.2% of 
the 35–50-year-old candidates. Only 25% of the 66–80-year-old candidates had a 
Twitter account.  

What stands out is that Flemish politicians were very active on Twitter 
compared to French-speaking politicians: the Flemish candidates were responsible for 
68.9% of all tweets. Centre-right Flemish party Open VLD, closely followed by the FDF, 
had the most active tweeting politicians (respectively 14%, 5% and 14.4% of total 
tweets). CDH, a major Walloon party, had the least active politicians on Twitter; they 
only represented 0.1% of the tweets. What is striking about the figures in Table 1 is 
that there appears to be no clear pattern in terms of size, ideology, or party size in 
Belgium: no parallel could be distinguished between Twitter activity of comparable 
parties in the Flemish region and the Walloon region. The only similarity between the 
two was that the right-wing parties were reasonably active on Twitter (Cfr. Table 1) 
and that centre-left parties Spa and PS produced a similar number of tweets.  

To conclude, the ‘number of tweets’ was counted for all candidates daily to 
gain insights into when politicians tweet the most. Figure 1 shows a significant peak in 
the number of tweets starting five weeks before the elections. It reaches its maximum 
in week 21 on election day, 25 May. These data suggest that politicians try to reach out 
to their potential voters right before the elections but significantly diminish their 
efforts immediately after the votes are cast on 25 May. Figure 1 illustrates a steep 
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decline in Twitter activity after election day. There was a second peak on 12 October 
2014, the day the government was formed.  

 

2.5.2 The interaction with personal features 

To study the association between personal features and having a Twitter 
account, logistic regression models were fitted. Across all models, having a Twitter 
account was entered as a binary outcome variable. The personal characteristics were 
entered as categorical explanatory variables.  

First, we tested for an association between region (the Flemish community and 
the French-speaking community) and having a Twitter account (yes or no). This 
showed a highly significant association (p = 0.001), with the French politicians being 
significantly less likely to have a Twitter account compared to the Flemish politicians. 
The log odds of having a Twitter account is 1.187 (st. error 0.378), lower in French 
politicians compared to Flemish politicians (odds ratio = 0.305) (Table 2). Due to this 
significant difference, all subsequent analyses were carried out separately on French 
and Flemish individuals. 

 

2.5.3 The impact of Twitter on preferential votes 

With respect to the first hypothesis, the association between ‘having a Twitter 
account’ and ‘number of preferential votes’ was tested. Therefore, multiple linear 
regression models were fitted with the logarithm of the number of votes as a 
dependent variable. The independent variables — gender, party, incumbency, 
education, ethnicity, media attention, and age group — were entered. Separate 
models were fitted for the French and Flemish politicians. The initial models were 
simplified using stepwise backward elimination. In both language groups, the final 
model in Table 3 only included party and media attention as significant predictors of 
the number of votes. Having a Twitter account had a significant effect in none of the 
language groups, after correcting for these two latter variables (p = 0.778 in the 
Flemish community and p = 0.121 in the French community) (Table 3).  

The next step was to test the association between the number of tweets and 
the number of votes with respect to the second hypothesis which posits that the more 
a candidate tweets, the more preferential votes they receive. Therefore, the previous 
linear regression analyses were repeated but included the logarithm (number of 
tweets + 1) as the explanatory variable instead of the binary variable (having a Twitter 
account or not). People without a Twitter account were included in this analysis, with 
their number of tweets set to zero. In line with the previous analysis, the resulting 
model in Table 4 showed the significant effects of party and media attention. The 
number of tweets was not significant in the French community (p = 0.59) but showed a 
trend towards significance in the Flemish community (p = 0.087) (Table 4). 
 

2.5.4 Personal variables that predict Twitter use 

 The following step tested the presumed association between having a Twitter 
account and party, gender, media attention, incumbency, ethnicity, and age category. 
A significant association in neither of the language groups could be found for any of 
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these variables. Party, age group, gender, media attention, incumbency, ethnicity, or 
education were not valid predictors for a candidate’s use of Twitter. However, when a 
politician is running a campaign in the Flemish community there is a higher probability 
that they will use Twitter as a strategic communication tool. 
 

2.6 Discussion 

The insights gained from this study provide a deeper understanding of 
politicians’ online communication strategies of. The reason why there is no significant 
relationship between Twitter and preferential votes can be found within the network 
of the politician’s followers: the voters that are following a candidate, probably already 
like them and will not generate a voter bonus. Jacobs & Spierings (2014) argued that 
relatively few people are active on Twitter in the Netherlands; this might be the case 
for Belgium as well. However, Twitter could be useful for its agenda-setting potential 
and to reach out directly to journalists. Political journalist Ivan De Vadder argues that 
Twitter has contributed to the disappearance of the press conference: nowadays, a 
politician’s opinion is shared via a short tweet without talking to the journalists directly 
(Van Zandycke, 2017). However, the power of Twitter, and social media in general, 
should not be overrated, as traditional media are still very powerful within the 
communication mix (Rodrigues-Andres, 2018).  

A major limitation of this study is that it is limited to quantitative analysis; a 
content analysis of the tweets to measure the level of interactivity of the 
communication on Twitter would add an interesting dimension. Only two-way 
conversations with the voter in an interactive and personalized manner could result in 
an increase in preferential votes (Kruikemeier et al., 2015). However, the data on the 
frequency and timing of the tweets suggests that, even if there was a dialogue 
between the politician and voter going on, it ended abruptly after election day: Figure 
1 does not mirror an ongoing conversation.  

With the upcoming local elections in 2018 and the national elections in 2019 in 
Belgium, the questions — whether social media will be omnipresent and whether the 
effects of using Twitter will peak — remain. As the digital revolution is a very rapid 
one, it remains to be seen what platform politicians will embrace to stand out from the 
crowd and win extra votes.  
 

2.7 Conclusion 

The aim of this article was to assess whether tweeting politicians perform 
better at the ballot box. With respect to the first hypothesis, this study confirmed that 
merely having a Twitter account did not generate additional preferential votes. In 
none of the language groups did having a Twitter account had a significant effect (p = 
0.778 in Flanders and p = 0.121 in the French community) after correcting for media 
attention and party (Table 3). These findings complement those of earlier studies: so-
called ‘social zombies’, meaning those who are present online but not actively 
tweeting, do not perform better at the ballot box (Jacobs & Spierings, 2014).  

Previous research found a small but positive effect between the number of 
tweets and the number of preferential votes (Jacobs & Spierings, 2014; Kruikemeier et 
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al., 2015). Since the voter can reach out directly to the politician when they are active 
on Twitter, a feeling of closeness will increase the voting intention for the politician. 
Based on this so-called social presence theory, the second hypothesis suggested that 
the number of tweets would be associated with the number of preferential votes. 
However, this study has been unable to demonstrate a significant association between 
the number of tweets and the number of preferential votes. The relationship between 
the number of tweets and preferential votes was not significant in the French 
community (p = 0.59) but showed a trend towards significance in the Flemish 
community (p = 0.087) (Table 4). The second hypothesis was, therefore, rejected.  

In our descriptive analysis, we observed that Twitter is a very popular medium 
among the younger age groups: 882% of 20–35-year-olds have a Twitter account, 
followed by 73.2% of the 35–50-year-olds. Only 25% of 66–80-year-olds have a Twitter 
account. These results further support the conclusions of previous studies that Twitter 
is more popular with younger politicians (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011; Larsson & Moe, 
2013; Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014). However, there is no clear pattern in the Twitter 
activity of candidates of major parties across language borders (hypothesis 4): CDH, a 
major party, and FDF, a small party, have the least candidates with a Twitter account 
(respectively 33.3% and 42.9%); Groen, CD&V and Open VLD have the most candidates 
with a Twitter account (91.7%); 83.3% of the NVA, the largest party of the country, is 
active on Twitter. In addition, in terms of the position of parties on the left-right 
spectrum (hypothesis 5), no clear pattern was observed. On the one hand, the extreme 
left party PvdA was not very active on Twitter: only 58.3% of the party’s politicians 
have a Twitter account whereas 83.3% of the extreme right Vlaams Belang were active 
on Twitter. The absence of a pattern of activity linked to the level of size or party 
ideology was confirmed by the statistical analysis to test what variables can predict 
Twitter use. Party, age group, gender, media attention, incumbency, ethnicity, and 
education were not valid predictors for a candidate’s use of Twitter. However, the 
association between ‘region’ and Twitter use was strongly significant: when a politician 
is running a campaign in the Flemish community there is a higher probability (18.7%) 
that they will use Twitter as a strategic communication tool than a French-speaking 
candidate (Table 2). 

The last hypothesis predicts that there was an increase in the frequency and 
number of tweets on events. We observed a peak in number of tweets during the two 
most important events: the day of the elections (25 May 2014) and a second peak, 
although lower, on the day the government was formed (12 October 2014) (see Figure 
1). Therefore, this last hypothesis was confirmed. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Coding scheme variables 

 
 

List of Tables and Figure 

 
Table 1. Number of tweets by candidates per party ordered from left to right wing 

 
Table 2. Region labelled as ‘TAAL’ as a predictor for Twitter use by a politician 
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Table 3. Model for having Twitter (yes, no) and the number of preferential votes (LnVotes) 

 

 
Table 4. Model for the number of tweets (LnTweets) and the number of preferential votes (LnVotes) 
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Week 21 = 25 May 2014 (election day); week 41 = 12 October 2014 (government formation) 

 

Figure 1. Total number of tweets per week 
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Introduction of a Data Collection Method 

for Visual Analysis of Instagram Pictures  

3.1 Introduction 

Although political communication has always had a visual dimension, pictures 
remain understudied in political communication (Lilleker, 2019). According to Pauwels 
(2019), this may be due to the fact that despite the seemingly wide array of analytical 
tools — such as semiotics, discourse analysis, content analysis, framing analysis, 
iconography, and rhetoric — few scholars have attempted to develop a practical, all-
compassing model for visual analysis. Consequently, many research questions are left 
unanswered. Moreover, on social media platforms, which are increasingly shifting 
away from text to visuals, a variety of visual imagery is used — including pictures, 
videos, and memes — which serve as powerful tools to convey political messages but 
also contribute to the complexity of analysis (Karlsen & Enjolras, 2016; Lilleker, 
Tenscher & Stetka, 2015; Muñoz & Towner, 2017).  

The central research question of this thesis is focused on analysing which digital 
self-presentation styles (formal vs. casual) garner the most voter support and online 
engagement. So, a large number of pictures need to be visually analysed in order to 
label a picture as formal or casual. There are several methodological challenges such as 
the vastness of the data but also the non-numeric nature of the data. These challenges 
explain why until now, far too little attention has been given to the analysis of visual 
political communication on social media platforms. Therefore, the focus of the present 
chapter is the presentation of a novel method from the field of computer vision, which 
enables researchers to collect and analyse this kind of data systematically. Yet, it can 
be applied by anyone who wishes to extract statistical information from a dataset of 
images. Using Deep Neural Networks (DNN), we discuss one specific use case built on 
that module called the ‘You Only Look Once’ (YOLO) algorithm: a state-of-the-art, real-
time object detection program (Redmon, Divvala, Girshick, & Farhadi, 2016). This 
algorithm is an improved one-stage algorithm, hence the name.  

First, the concept of neural networks will be explained, followed by a further 
explanation of the chosen algorithm, YOLO. Next, we will discuss the challenges and 
describe the objectives that the data collection method must achieve. Lastly, the 
results will be discussed after testing the method, followed by a list of suggestions for 
future avenues of research.  

 

3.2 What is a neural network? 

A neural network is a network or circuit of biological neurons. An artificial 
neural network is composed of artificial neurons or nodes, used for artificial 
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intelligence. It is a computer system modelled on the human brain and nervous system 
(Picton, 1994; Wang, Zhao, & Mortier, 2022). So, artificial neural networks come from 
attempts by scientists to mimic how biological neural systems work (Wang, Zhao, & 
Mortier, 2022). The basic unit of a neural network is an ‘artificial neuron’, often simply 
called a ‘neuron’. It mainly simulates the structure and characteristics of a biological 
neuron, receiving a group of input signals and generating outputs (Lei & Nandi, 2022). 
According to some authors, they were introduced in the 1950s (Lei & Nandi, 2022), 
others even believe it was as early as the 1940s (Wang, Zhao, & Mortier, 2022), and 
they have been developed ever since. 

Essentially, a neural network is a pattern classifier. Recognizing something 
simple — for example, a cat in an image — is a trivial task for a human but still an 
active area of research in the computer vision field. As there are many variations to 
depict a cat, the neural network needs to recognize the different parts and classify the 
pattern as ‘a cat’ (Picton, 1994). Or, as argued by Picton (1994, p.2): ‘Its function is to 
receive input patterns and produce a pattern on its output which is correct for that 
class’. Subsequently, parallel to how a human brain works, this pattern classification 
system can become ‘smarter’ through deep learning or recognizing a series of 
patterns. In particular, Deep Neural Networks (DNN) are able to achieve extraordinary 
performance on visual recognition tasks, matching or even exceeding human 
performance in some domains (Wang, Zhao, & Mortier, 2022). In this case, the training 
model is the COCO dataset, a pre-trained model that is capable of recognising 80 
objects on a picture (see 3.7 for the full list).  

 

3.3 Useful applications of neural networks 

For the past few years, object detection methods have been increasingly 
introduced in our daily lives. For instance, self-driving vehicles would be impossible 
without object detection. Deep learning has obtained highly successful results, mainly 
in the realm of image classification, object detection, and language processing (Srivast, 
2020). At present, neural networks have gained popularity in various fields and have 
achieved great success, especially in the field of engineering via infrared image 
technology (Wu, Li, & Zhou, 2021), speech recognition (Schwarz, Huemmer, Mas, & 
Kellerman, 2015; Yuan, 2022), surveillance cameras for industrial inspection (Weimer, 
Scholz-Reiter, & Shpitalni, 2016) and national defence (Lei & Nandi, 2022).  

The majority of the available (big) data collection methods focus on text 
analysis. Text mining analyses have many useful practices including sentiment analyses 
on news articles, thus providing insights into the relationship between media coverage 
and voter outcome (Junque de Fortuny, De Smedt, Martens, & Daelemans, 2012). They 
are also a possible alternative for polls by linking Twitter mentions and voting results 
(De Pauw & Daelemans, 2014).  

In this chapter, we explore their meaningfulness to the field of visual object 
analysis for social sciences.  
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3.4 Challenges for methodology 

In order to understand voters’ preferences in terms of candidate image, data 
needs to be collected on the user engagement (the likes and comments) with 
candidates’ Instagram posts on one hand and on the picture’s frame (formal or 
informal) on the other hand. These kinds of data are usually challenging to collect for 
three different reasons:  

1. Vastness of the data  
2. Technical features of the platform  

3. Non-numeric format of the data  
 
The first and second challenges are imposed by the platform itself: Instagram 

limits the systematic ‘scraping’ of data so it can only be done on a small scale. 
However, a large amount of data is needed to answer the research question. An 
additional requirement is that the set-up should be easily repeated in a timely manner 
to separate datasets so comparisons in patterns can be made between different 
regions or between high-profile and low-profile candidates (Chapter 4). Ideally, these 
comparisons will shed some light on the patterns of user engagement with the 
aforementioned self-presentation strategies. Or, as Pauwels (2019, p. 75) states:  

 
Researching the visual aspects of its different actors, visual methods may 

 disclose significant patterns in not only ‘what’ is depicted, but also the manner 
 of depiction, aiming to link these observations to past or current social 
 processes and normative structures.  

 
The second challenge is the platform. Often social media platforms, including 
Instagram and LinkedIn do not allow the systematic scraping of the data. Lastly, the 
third and last challenge is the readability of the data itself, which is non-numeric. 
Indeed, the present task goes one step further as it concerns the ‘reading’ of a vast 
number of pictures that are inherently unlabelled, unstructured, and non-numeric.  
 

3.5 Introducing the method: ‘You Only Look Once’ 

For any statistically significant model, a large amount of data is needed. There 
are several sources to draw upon for this information. We can roughly classify them 
into two categories. The first category consists of data that are inherently labelled. For 
example, meaningful numeric information or results from questionnaires both lend 
themselves to statistical modelling. The second type comes from more unstructured 
sources. In this case, we take existing information and extract those parts we can use 
for our analyses. The methods we describe below involve this extraction. 

The data we use, which fits this second category, originates from social media 
platforms such as Instagram. These sources generate a large amount of unstructured 
and unlabelled information. Certain metrics can be extracted easily such as word 
counts and the number of likes or comments. Other more complex and often more 
interesting features cannot be extracted using these simple rules. Traditionally, the 
only remaining option would be a manual interpretation of the features, but this 
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would put a strict limit on the size of the dataset that can be used. It would also 
exclude a substantial amount of research involving social media. A manual analysis is 
certainly not a viable option for extracting data from the many thousands of Instagram 
posts we wish to analyse. 

However, the size of the dataset is not the only issue when considering 
Instagram posts. The fact that we are dealing with images makes it significantly harder 
to automate the process. In the past, this meant certain research questions could not 
be answered. Questions regarding the influence of the content of images on the 
behaviour or response of the viewers could only be answered in a very limited way. In 
addition, when manual labelling is done, it is very hard to get results rapidly. To solve 
this problem, we can draw on the field of computer science. In the last few years, 
major improvements have been observed in the field of computer vision and object 
detection. Early versions of object detection technology, created for example 
Felzenszwalb et al. (2009), involved finding certain features on images that are easy to 
recognise first, for example, a wheel or a mouth. These features were then used to 
recognize more complex objects, such as a bicycle or a face. A few years later, large 
strides were made by using neural networks to solve part of the problem. Girshick et 
al. (2014) used these methods to find regions of interest in an image, areas that seem 
to contain single objects. These regions of interest were then classified into different 
objects with algorithms similar to, at the time, existing methods. Recently, another 
major improvement was made by using a single neural network for region detection 
and region classification. This algorithm was called the ‘You Only Look Once’ algorithm, 
a state-of-the-art, real-time object detection program developed by Redmon, Divvala, 
Girshick, & Farhadi (2016). Its name highlights its key difference from earlier methods 
that used two-stage procedures (region detection and region classification). Since 
then, it has undergone several iterations, the latest being v8 in January 2023 (Terven & 
Cordova-Esperaza, 2023).  

The authors of this method have released a pre-trained model. This model was 
based on a known dataset, called COCO, developed by Lin et al. (2014), which is often 
used in the field of computer vision. The features it can detect in images stem from the 
features that are annotated in this dataset. We use this pre-trained model to help us 
obtain statistically interesting information from our Instagram dataset.  

 

3.5.1 Useful applications of YOLO in particular 

Since YOLO is a popular object detection model known for its speed and 
accuracy, it has successfully been applied in various fields. Recent examples can be 
found in the field of natural sciences where the ripeness of tomatoes has been 
determined via object detection, maintaining the consistent quality of one of the most 
popular crops in the world (see Appe, Arulselvi, & Balaji, 2023). Another example can 
be found in industrial manufacturing where YOLO enables surface defect detection of 
architectural buildings, assessing their compatibility with industrial standards (Hussain, 
2023). Another entirely different application for YOLO is the classification of protozoa, 
essential in establishing sustainable ecosystems. Traditionally, this would be 
performed by time-consuming molecular biological methods only able to be done by 
an experienced laboratory operator. By using YOLO, the classification accuracy and 
speed have substantially improved (Yang, Shen, Shen, & Shi, 2023). In the field of 
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psychology, a software model using YOLO has demonstrated its effectiveness in 
reducing procrastination, useful for students and researchers facing academic 
deadlines. The model helps complete a task by sending reminders and will notify the 
user not only via text but also verbally (Jaybhaye, 2023). These are just a few examples 
of YOLO’s applicability.  

The benefits of YOLO, instead of other object detection methods, were 
reinforced by Srivast (2020) who compared YOLO to other existing algorithms. In his 
paper, YOLO was identified as the best option in terms of both timing and accuracy. 
Moreover, it performs well not only for pictures but also for video posts. So, YOLO 
showed the best overall performance when compared to other existing methods, 
including the latest and most advanced object detection algorithms (Srivast, 2020). For 
a more detailed explanation and comparison of the alternatives to YOLO, see Srivast 
(2020).  

Despite its proven accuracy and speed, YOLO has been scarcely used in the field 
of social sciences. Thus, this thesis aims to demonstrate its usability for analysing 
visuals on social media.  
 

3.5.2 Objectives of the methodology 

To sum up, there are two main objectives to evaluate the success of the 
presented method: 

● Objective 1. Download a vast amount of Instagram images in a timely, systematic 
way as well as the metrics on user engagement for these pictures ( = receiver’s 
end). 

● Objective 2. A model that detects a list of useful items in a systematic, accurate 
way on these Instagram pictures in order to categorize them to a formal or an 

informal presentation style (= sender’s end). 
 

3.5.3 The steps of the method 

A significant amount of data and images needs to be gathered in order to 
answer the research question. In the next chapter, the dataset consists of 302,326 
Instagram posts of both Belgian and international leaders. Therefore, an automated 
approach is a necessity. Due to the fast development time, the Python programming 
language was chosen. Because of the many available libraries, a lot of tasks can be 
done using existing code. For the task at hand, there are two main steps: 

1. The first step is to gather all the required data from Instagram. An existing 
library can be modified to fit this purpose (Instagram Scraper Library, n.d.). We 
repurpose it to give us an image and the required data for each post. The extra 
data consists of the number of likes, comments, the length of the text added by 
the poster, hashtags, and the content type (video or photo). This way, a total of 
53,000 posts were gathered: 48,000 posts for the 575 candidates’ accounts and 
an additional 5,000 posts for the 96 party handles. 

2. The second step is harder to automate. It involves recognizing what is on the 
image, a trivial task for a human but still an active area of research in the 
computer vision field.  
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The different steps of the proposed methodology have been visualized in Figure 3.1. 

Figure 3.1 The different steps for visual object analysis with YOLO.  

 
In the next chapter (chapter 4), data needs to be collected and compared for 

two entirely different and quite large datasets of Instagram accounts. In total, over 
302,000 pictures need to be analysed. Hence, the system we use needs to be robust in 
different contexts. For example, in our case an image might be edited, or certain filters 
might be applied. The authors of the chosen method show that both on paintings and 
real-life images accuracy is good, indicating that these types of input will not drastically 
affect results.  

First, a manual cross-check with the results of YOLO for a small sample of 50 
posts was conducted. This sample consisted of the first 50 posts of the dataset. So, 
these were the first 50 random posts that were collected with the Instagram scraper. 
For each of these 50 posts, an independent manual check of the items from the lists (a 
tie, a suit, a table, etc. cfr. 3.7) was executed by both researchers and compared these 
items with the model’s output list. Since the outcome of the model was equal to the 
analysis of both researchers , they proceeded with the chosen algorithm for the total 
dataset.  

However, it should be noted that no system is perfect so mistakes will always 
exist. Due to its design, there are two areas where this object detection system often 
makes mistakes in our case. When an image contains very small objects, they tend to 
be missed. Further, a large group of similar objects (for instance a group of people or 
animals) sometimes gets detected as one single object. Because of this, the number of 
people in a group will generally be reported as less than in reality.  

 

3.6 Results  

Neural networks are a popular technique for analysing image data. However, 
one of the biggest disadvantages is that it can be hard to create a model. This model 
contains all the information the computer uses to recognize objects. Large amounts of 
example data (i.e., images with objects annotated by people) are needed to create it, 
which is time-consuming. The creators of the YOLO method have provided a model 
online that is already trained and configured. This pretrained model is based on the 
COCO dataset (Lin et al., 2014) and can be downloaded (see, Pretrained Object 
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Detection Model, 2018). This model can recognize 80 different objects. It works with 
the open SCV (Open-Source Computer Vision) library, which can be used in Python. 
The code we wrote is available online (see: Pinxteren, n.d.). It consists of the library 
and a script that can be used with an Instagram handle. The images will then be 
downloaded and analysed. A file is then generated containing all the information on 
engagement and the 80 different objects gathered for the requested Instagram posts. 
A detailed description of how to use the application is given on the same file. This 
processing took 8 hours on a server with a 32-core CPU. During this time, no manual 
input is needed.  

 
The list of 80 items initially recorded by the chosen method in the posts is2:  

 
From this list, a hot dog, pizza, or a doughnut, for instance, suggests a casual 

setting such as a family lunch or dinner with friends. A laptop, tie, or suitcase, on the 
other hand, suggests a professional context. In the next chapter, this list of 80 items 
will be recategorized in SPSS in order to label a picture as ‘formal’ or ‘informal’ (cfr 
4.2.8.1) and analyse engagement with one of these items present in the pictures.  

 

3.7 Conclusion 

The present chapter was concerned with the introduction of a novel 
methodology from the field of computer vision, which enables researchers to collect 
data in a systematic way. The main purpose was to assess the usefulness of the YOLO 
method for the visual analysis of Instagram posts. It can be concluded that the chosen 
method was successful on both proposed objectives:  

 

 
2 Other models that are also based on the COCO dataset can show similarities to the list of 

objects our model can detect. Such as the model used by Jason Brownlee (2018) in ‘How to 
Use Mask R-CNN in Keras for Object Detection in Photographs, Deep Learning for Computer 
Vision, Machine Learning Mastery’. Link:  
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url = 
https%3A%2F%2Fmachinelearningmastery.com%2Fhow-to-perform-object-detection-in-
photographs-with-mask-r-cnn-in-keras%2F, & amp;data = 
01%7C01%7Cchristopher.pich%40ntu.ac.uk%7C086ade7e14ed42e00b5108d7643875c2%7C8
acbc2c5c8ed42c78169ba438a0dbe2f%7C0, & amp;sdata = 
CGi8LefXXNELbQwGE67pk8P4JBAjIZYUe%2B1TVM%2BKVXA%3D, & amp;reserved = 0 

 

Person, bicycle, car, motorbike, airplane, bus, train, truck, boat, traffic light, fire 
hydrant, stop sign, parking meter, bench, bird, cat, dog, horse, sheep, cow, 
elephant, bear, zebra, giraffe, backpack, umbrella, handbag, tie, suitcase, frisbee, 
skis, snowboard, sports ball, kite, baseball bat, baseball glove, skateboard, 
surfboard, tennis racket, bottle, wine glass, cup, fork, knife, spoon, bowl, banana, 
apple, sandwich, orange, broccoli, carrot, hot dog, pizza, donut, cake, chair, sofa, 
potted plant, bed, dining table, toilet, tv monitor, laptop, mouse, remote, keyboard, 
cell phone, microwave, oven, toaster, sink, refrigerator, book, clock, vase, scissors, 
teddy bear, hair drier, and toothbrush. 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmachinelearningmastery.com%2Fhow-to-perform-object-detection-in-photographs-with-mask-r-cnn-in-keras%2F&amp;data=01%7C01%7Cchristopher.pich%40ntu.ac.uk%7C086ade7e14ed42e00b5108d7643875c2%7C8acbc2c5c8ed42c78169ba438a0dbe2f%7C0&amp;sdata=CGi8LefXXNELbQwGE67pk8P4JBAjIZYUe%2B1TVM%2BKVXA%3D&amp;reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmachinelearningmastery.com%2Fhow-to-perform-object-detection-in-photographs-with-mask-r-cnn-in-keras%2F&amp;data=01%7C01%7Cchristopher.pich%40ntu.ac.uk%7C086ade7e14ed42e00b5108d7643875c2%7C8acbc2c5c8ed42c78169ba438a0dbe2f%7C0&amp;sdata=CGi8LefXXNELbQwGE67pk8P4JBAjIZYUe%2B1TVM%2BKVXA%3D&amp;reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmachinelearningmastery.com%2Fhow-to-perform-object-detection-in-photographs-with-mask-r-cnn-in-keras%2F&amp;data=01%7C01%7Cchristopher.pich%40ntu.ac.uk%7C086ade7e14ed42e00b5108d7643875c2%7C8acbc2c5c8ed42c78169ba438a0dbe2f%7C0&amp;sdata=CGi8LefXXNELbQwGE67pk8P4JBAjIZYUe%2B1TVM%2BKVXA%3D&amp;reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmachinelearningmastery.com%2Fhow-to-perform-object-detection-in-photographs-with-mask-r-cnn-in-keras%2F&amp;data=01%7C01%7Cchristopher.pich%40ntu.ac.uk%7C086ade7e14ed42e00b5108d7643875c2%7C8acbc2c5c8ed42c78169ba438a0dbe2f%7C0&amp;sdata=CGi8LefXXNELbQwGE67pk8P4JBAjIZYUe%2B1TVM%2BKVXA%3D&amp;reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmachinelearningmastery.com%2Fhow-to-perform-object-detection-in-photographs-with-mask-r-cnn-in-keras%2F&amp;data=01%7C01%7Cchristopher.pich%40ntu.ac.uk%7C086ade7e14ed42e00b5108d7643875c2%7C8acbc2c5c8ed42c78169ba438a0dbe2f%7C0&amp;sdata=CGi8LefXXNELbQwGE67pk8P4JBAjIZYUe%2B1TVM%2BKVXA%3D&amp;reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmachinelearningmastery.com%2Fhow-to-perform-object-detection-in-photographs-with-mask-r-cnn-in-keras%2F&amp;data=01%7C01%7Cchristopher.pich%40ntu.ac.uk%7C086ade7e14ed42e00b5108d7643875c2%7C8acbc2c5c8ed42c78169ba438a0dbe2f%7C0&amp;sdata=CGi8LefXXNELbQwGE67pk8P4JBAjIZYUe%2B1TVM%2BKVXA%3D&amp;reserved=0
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● Instagram Scraper library (n.d.) is successfully repurposed to download a vast 
amount of Instagram images in a timely, systematic way as well as provide the 
respective metrics on user engagement.  

● The YOLO algorithm is a systematic and accurate object detection model for 
Instagram pictures  
 

Although YOLO is rarely used by social scientists, it has a proven track record of 
accuracy and speed in various fields (for some recent examples, see 3.5.1) and is an 
excellent tool that should be used by social science researchers.  

The basis of these methods, automated object detection, can be applied by 
anyone who wishes to extract statistical information from a dataset of images. The size 
of these datasets is only limited by the amount of time or computational resources 
available, which makes the YOLO algorithm extremely suitable for big data. Yet, it is 
limited in the number of specific objects that can be detected. The list is limited to the 
aforementioned 80 objects; at this stage, data collection on gender, emotions, or age 
group, for instance, is not yet possible. However, it will be possible in the near future 
to go into more detail as the deep learning algorithm behind the Python script is 
becoming smarter. As the COCO dataset is open source, researchers continue to 
contribute to improve its performance. Ideally, this study might inspire other scholars 
to engage in the effort to develop a more detailed visual analysis such as the 
recognition of specific leaders. However, a multi-disciplinary approach needs to be 
considered by social scientists when choosing this method since both the requisite 
software knowledge and the necessary hardware are usually to be found in the 
computer sciences department.  

So, this methodology, which enables researchers to collect data in a systematic 
way, can be applied by anyone who wishes to extract statistical information from a 
dataset of images. One of the main advantages of the chosen method is that, once an 
experimental setup has been created, it can quickly be repeated on any dataset. 
Consequently, gathering and analysing the data is fairly straightforward: it can be done 
quickly and efficiently. This also makes it a suitable method for research on recent or 
time-sensitive data. Once an experimental setup has been created it can be quickly 
repeated on any dataset. This means the same experiment can be repeated in several 
ways. An analysis can be done several times as new data becomes available. Therefore, 
for example, historical changes in behaviour can be tracked. Because of the short time 
between the data being available and the analysis being done in this case, these 
changes become apparent quickly. Another interesting avenue for repeating 
experiments is to compare different contexts such as geographical areas or different 
social groups. Such a comparison of geographical areas and different profiles of 
politicians (well-known versus low-profile candidates) will be described in the next 
chapter. But first, the methodology will be described, next, the results, and lastly, the 
advantages and limitations of the developed data collection method. Suggestions for 
future research using the YOLO method, mainly within the field of social sciences, are 
indicated.  

● Analysing the style of politicians belonging to different political parties including 

the extreme right and how this is tied to cultural differences.  
● During election campaigns, this method can serve as an alternative to polls. The 

algorithm can learn to recognize the faces of specific politicians and based on the 



 80 

number of mentions in combination with an analysis of online engagement 
including sentiment analysis of the accompanying comments, election outcome 
forecasts could be formulated. 

● The relation between food and populist communication can be researched: how 
certain types of food appear in politicians’ communication and what purpose 
they serve. A very well-known example of this is Donald Trump and how he liked 
to portray himself with or while eating fast food, specifically, hamburgers — the 
American classic.  

● Compare users with different social statuses: differentiate large accounts with a 

substantial number of followers from small accounts and analyse/compare their 
content and voter engagement.  

● Content analysis across platforms: Video and pictures can be extracted from 
Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok, for instance, and can be compared to one 
another in terms of impact and user engagement.  

● Outside politics: This method could be used for (crisis) communication experts so 

alerts can be received when a specific person’s picture has been posted in 
combination with specific (negative) text mentions. 

● Issue ownership linked to gender: Whereas ‘soft’ topics such as healthcare or 
education are often attributed to female politicians, male politicians defend the 
hard topics. Using the YOLO method, how this is visualised in their online 
communication could be explored.  

● Analysing facial expressions in political online communication.  
 
In cases when YOLO would not be suitable, there are two solutions: the first 

possible solution is to find another model that has been pretrained. Some researchers 
make the models they create available. The second option is to create your own 
model, which detects exactly those objects that are required. A model can only be 
created if enough labelled data is available. Labelling could be done manually but this 
only moves the problem of manually processing the original data. However, describing 
in detail how a model can be created is outside the scope of this paper. 

For the present research though, the available objects list is sufficient in order 
to label the pictures as a private or a formal presentation style. Consequently, 
gathering and analysing the data was fairly straightforward: it can be done quickly and 
efficiently. This makes it also a suitable method for research on recent or time-
sensitive data. Once an experimental setup is created, it can quickly be repeated on 
any dataset.  

Lastly, this method comes with a major limitation. Although we aimed to 
explain the different steps and concepts in a clear and practical way to ensure they can 
be easily understood by scholars with no computer science background, it is however 
recommended to have some pre-existing knowledge of programming to carry out the 
data collection. While how YOLO conducts visual object detection technically might 
appear enigmatic to social scientists, the technical explanation is outside the scope of 
this thesis. An elaborate description of how YOLO identifies images and how the 
different versions of YOLO have improved over time can be found in Terven & 
Cordova-Esperaza (2023). Moreover, the present analysis has been conducted on a 
supercomputer. This is highly recommended due to the vast dataset and the desire to 
accelerate data analysis. Admittedly, this type of computer is not usually standard 
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equipment. This limitation can be overcome by working together with a researcher 
from the computer sciences department, as proposed in this chapter.  

 
So, moving on to the next chapter, the experiment will be repeated on two 

different datasets in terms of geography and profile: a sample of local, low-profile 
Flemish candidates compared to a sample of well-known world leaders. Based on this 
comparison, conclusions will be formulated on effective digital self-presentation 
strategies.  

 

  



 82 

3.8 References 

Appe, S.N., Arulselvi, G., & Balaji, G. N. (2023). CAM-YOLO: tomato detection and 

classification based on improved YOLOv5 using combining attention 

mechanism. Peer Computer Science. 9(6): 1463. DOI: 10.7717/peerj-cs.1463 

De Landtsheer, C. (2004). Politiek Impressiemanagement in Vlaanderen en Nederland. 

Leuven: Acco.  

De Landtsheer C., Wolff C., de Jonge S., & Berkvens, S. (1999). Politiek 

impressiemanagement, een Nederlandse case-study: drie experimenten over 

het uiterlijk van mannen en de perceptie van politieke geschiktheid [Political 

impression management, a Dutch case study: three experiments on male 

appearance and the perception of political suitability]. Tijdschrift Voor 

Communicatiewetenschap, 27(1):63-80.  

De Pauw, G., & Daelemans, W. (2014). De Politieke Barometer. 

http://www.politiekebarometer.be/ 

De Vries, P. (2007). Candidate Image in Belgian Politics. [Unpublished Doctoral 

Dissertation]. University of Antwerp. 

Hussain, M. (2023). YOLO-v1 to YOLO-v8, the Rise of YOLO and Its Complementary 

Nature toward Digital Manufacturing and Industrial Defect Detection. Machines 

and Tooling. 11(7): 677-687. DOI: 10.3390/machines11070677 

Junque de Fortuny, E., De Smedt, T., Martens, D., & Daelemans, W. (2012). Media 

coverage in times of political crisis: A text mining approach. Expert Systems 

with Applications. In: Expert Systems with Applications, 39(14): 11616-11622. 

DOI: 10.1016/j.eswa.2012.04.013. 

Pinxteren, S. (2019, March 13). Code Used for Image Analysis.  

https://github.com/SamPinxteren/InstagramAnalysis (Accessed 01/03/2019).  

Instagram scraper library, (N.d). https://github.com/rarcega/instagram-scraper. 

(Accessed 1/03/2019). 

Jaybhaye, S., Patil, S., Loya, R., Rokade, T., Shirodkar, S., & Suryawanshi, S. (2023). 

Procrastination Preventor using YOLO. ITM Web of Conferences. DOI: 

10.1051/itmconf/20235401006 

Karlsen, R., & Enjolras, B. (2016). Styles of social media campaigning and influence 

http://dx.doi.org/10.7717/peerj-cs.1463
http://www.politiekebarometer.be/
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/machines11070677
https://github.com/SamPinxteren/InstagramAnalysis
https://github.com/rarcega/instagram-scraper
http://dx.doi.org/10.1051/itmconf/20235401006


 83 

in a hybrid political communication system. International Journal of 

Press/Politics, 21(338). DOI: 10.1177/1940161216645335 

Lees-Marshment, J. (2009). Political Marketing: Principles and Applications. Routledge, 

Abingdon, New York 

Lei, T., & Nandi, A. (2022). Neural Networks. Image Segmentation. DOI: 

10.1002/9781119859048.ch4. 

Liebhart, K., & Bernhardt, P. (2017). Political Storytelling on Instagram: Key Aspects of 

Alexander Van der Bellen’s Successful 2016 Presidential Election Campaign. 

Media and Communication, 5(4):15-25. DOI: 10.17645/mac.v5i4.1062 

Lilleker, D. G., Tenscher, J., & Stetka, V. (2015). ‘Towards Hypermedia Campaigning? 

Perceptions of New Media's Importance for Campaigning by Party Strategists in 

Comparative Perspective.’ Information Communication & Society, 18(7):747-

765. DOI: 10.1080/1369118X.2014.993679 

Lilleker, D. G. (2019). The Power of Visual Political Communication: Pictorial Politics 

Through the Lens of Communication Psychology. In: Veneti, A. Jackson, D. and 

Lilleker, D. G. (Eds.), Visual Political Communication (pp. 37-51). Palgrave 

Macmillan. 10.007/978-3-030-18729-3_10 

Muñoz, C. L., & Towner, T. L. (2017). The Image is the Message: Instagram Marketing 

and the 2016 Presidential Primary Season. Journal of Political Marketing, 16(3-

4): 290-318. DOI: 10.1080/15377857 

Pauwels, L. (2019). Visual Methods for Political Communication Research: Modes and 

Affordances. In Veneti, A. Jackson, D., & Lilleker, D. G. (Eds.), Visual Political 

Communication (pp. 75-95). Palgrave Macmillan DOI:10.1007/978-3-030-

187293_5 

Peng, Y., & Lu, Y. (2023). Computational visual analysis in political communication. In 

Veneti, A., & Lilleker, D.G. (Eds.), Edward Elgar Research Handbook in Visual 

Politics (pp 41-53).  

Picton, P. (1994). What is a Neural Network? Introduction to Neural Networks. 

Palgrave, London. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-13530-1_1 

Pretrained object detection model (2018, August 2). 

https://github.com/pjreddie/darknet/blob/master/cfg/yolov3-spp.cfg, 

https://pjreddie.com/media/files/yolov3-spp.weights (Accessed 1/03/2019).  

https://github.com/pjreddie/darknet/blob/master/cfg/yolov3-spp.cfg
https://pjreddie.com/media/files/yolov3-spp.weights


 84 

Redmon, J., Divvala, S., Girshick, R., & Farhadi A. 2016. You Only Look Once: 

Unified, Real-Time Object Detection. Proceedings of the IEEE conference on 

computer vision and pattern recognition.  

Schwarz, A., Huemmer, C., Maas, R., & Kellermann, W. (2015). Real-Time 

Dereverberation for Deep Neural Network Speech Recognition. Conference 

paper for DAGA 2015, Nürnberg, Germany. 10.13140/RG.2.1.3660.0480. 

Srivast, S., Divekar, A., Anilkumar, C., Naik, I., Kulkarni, V., & Pattabiraman, V. (2020). 

Comparative Analysis of Deep Learning Image Detection Algorithms. Pre-print. 

DOI: 10.21203/rs.3.rs-132774/v1. 

Terven, J. R., & Cordova-Esperaza, D. M. (2023). A Comprehensive Review of YOLO: 

From YOLO V1 and Beyond. Under review in ACM Computer Surveys. 

arXiv:2304.00501v3. (Accessed 07/08/2023). 

Lin, T.Y, Maire, M., Belongie, S., Bourdev, L., Girshick, R., Hayes, J., Perona, P., 

Ramanan, D., Zitnick, Z.L. & Dollar, P. (2014). Microsoft COCO: Common objects 

in context. European Conference on Computer Vision. Springer. arXiv:1405.0312 

[cs.CV] 

Yang, W., Chen, S., Chen, G., & Shi, Q. (2023) (pre-print). PR-YOLO: Improved YOLO for 

fast protozoa classification and segmentation. DOI: 10.21203/rs.3.rs-

3199595/v1 

Yuan, Q. (2022). A Classroom Emotion Recognition Model Based on a Convolutional 

Neural Network Speech Emotion Algorithm. Occupational Therapy 

International, (1)12. 10.1155/2022/9563877. 

Wang, L., Zhao, J., & Mortier, R. (2022). Neural Network. In Wang, L., Zhao, J., & 

Mortier, R. (Eds.), O Caml Scientific Computing. Undergraduate Topics in 

Computer Science, (pp. 2019-228). Springer, Cham. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-97645-3_11 

Weimer, D., Scholz-Reiter, B., & Shpitalni, M. (2016). Design of deep convolutional 

neural network architectures for automated feature extraction in industrial 

inspection. CIRP Annals — Manufacturing Technology (65)1. 

10.1016/j.cirp.2016.04.072. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-3199595/v1
http://dx.doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-3199595/v1


 85 

Wu, J., Li, X., & Zhou, Y. (2021). An infrared image detection of power equipment 

based on super-resolution reconstruction and YOLOv4. The Journal of 

Engineering, 1(11). https://doi.org/10.1049/tje2.12187 

 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

  



 86 

  
Making Sense of Political Images on 

Instagram: 
Analysing the Online Image and 

Impression Management of World 
Leaders versus Belgian Politicians. A 
Comparison of Two Case Studies.  

Accepted for publication in: Journal of Politics, Culture & Socialization. 

Abstract 

For the past decade, informality seems to be playing an increasing role in the 

branding strategies of politicians around the world. Ongoing individualization 

and privatization have encouraged candidates to share personal pictures of 

themselves on social media platforms, highlighting the human side behind the 

leader. Although visuals are omnipresent in digital media, little is known about 

how people interact and engage with the presented content. Perception politics 

and impression management techniques can help to create a favourable public 

persona (Diedkova, De Landtsheer & De Vries, 2019) — in this case through an 

Instagram post — in a context of permanent and increasingly personalized 

campaigning (Larsson, 2016). Drawing on the perception politics management 

framework, which postulates that a more serious and formal presentation of a 

political candidate leads to higher support and an elevated perception of 

political suitability for candidates, it is assumed that the presence of formal 

attributes on a post has a positive effect on engagement. In order to explore 

voter’s perception of political suitability, a comprehensive visual analysis was 

repeated within two different geographical contexts: 1) Belgian politicians and 

parties and 2) world leaders. This resulted in 302,326 Instagram posts from 1094 

leaders — 423 world leaders and 671 Belgian accounts — aiming to identify 
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which images received higher levels of engagement.  

Data was collected via a state-of-the-art, real-time object detection program 

called ‘You Only Look Once’ in the programming language Python. For the 

regression analysis, linear mixed models were fitted using R, version 3.5.3 (R 

core team, 2019) and the lme4 package (Bates, Maechler, Doler, & Walker, 

2015). For both experiments online, user engagement was positively affected 

by a formal, professional setting, and conversely, it was negatively impacted by 

a casual setting. These results indicate that — though one might expect that 

political communication should adhere to the informal character of social media 

to garner more voter engagement — the image that resonates best with the 

voter is a formal one — similar to the pre-social media age.  

Keywords: Instagram; visual analysis; impression management; political 

communication; political marketing; big data 

4.1 Introduction 

For the past decade, the technological innovation of social media has radically 
changed political communication. With the introduction of new communication 
technologies, (political) communication is being transformed. De Landtsheer (2004) 
argues that political communication underwent a transformation when television was 
introduced: political messages became shorter, superficial, and increasingly visualized. 
Suddenly, ratings dominated in an ongoing marketized media environment and 
defined mass media, turning political leaders into actors performing a show on stage 
and entertaining the masses. With the arrival of social media, candidates have gained 
unforeseen control over the creation and distribution of their published images, and 
they are no longer dependent on journalists (Kruikemeier, 2013). Additionally, there 
has been a steep decline in voters’ interest and turnout since the 1990s (Solijonov, 
2016). Consequently, a growing need for politainment has arisen — a combination of 
entertainment and politics — in order to gain attention from possible voters.  

An obvious way to attract the audience’s attention is by posting an image 
(photo or video) of oneself — and social media is a convenient distribution channel for 
these images. Subsequently, for the past couple of years, social media platforms have 
increasingly been shifting away from text in favour of pictures (Muñoz & Towner, 
2017). This explains the growing popularity of visual-centric platforms such as TikTok, 
YouTube, and Instagram. Pictures are so appealing to both the sender and receiver 
because they can overcome language barriers; they are easy to understand and 
accept. An image is a way to express oneself that goes beyond the written or spoken 
word, beyond what can be said. Therefore, it is obvious that pictures are thriving on 
social media and are able to seize the attention of big audiences. Hence, pictures on 
social media are an ideal communication tool for politicians to construct an ideal 
persona. They allow the construction of an appealing candidate image, one that 



 88 

garners voters’ support, by highlighting specific aspects that make them look more 
authentic, powerful, or competent for the job (Lilleker, 2019). There appears to be an 
intuitive acceptance of images. Often, however, the creation and selection process 
that lies ahead of the distribution remains unnoticed by the observer. Subsequently, 
the power of images cannot be underestimated. The saying ‘A picture never lies’ 
suggests that imagery speaks directly to our unconscious and so, this saying might be 
considered as a dangerous assumption (Lilleker, 2019).  

Drawing on the impression management framework, it has been postulated 
that perceived political suitability benefits from a formal, conservative, and 
professional self-presentation style. Yet, it has been observed that politicians are 
increasingly turning to social media platforms such as Instagram to post private 
images, picturing the candidate’s loved ones, their upbringing, or their hobbies. This 
informal self-presentation strategy has been adopted by many well-known world 
leaders, including former US President Barack Obama and current Prime Minister of 
Canada Justin Trudeau. It seeks to highlight the human dimension of the leader, 
suggesting a certain authentic communication between the politician and the follower 
(Hinsliff, 2019; Jung et al., 2017, Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019; Russmann, 
Svenssonn & Larsson, 2019). A possible motivation to share these ‘behind the scenes’ 
pictures could be to evoke a level of intimacy, which in turn, can create a feeling of 
connectedness and closeness between the candidate and their followers (Kruikemeier, 
2013; Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017).  

In their almost two decades of existence, social media platforms have matured 
and gained authority, including Instagram. In Belgium and the United States, 42% of 
adults use social media as a primary news source; in countries such as Kenya, the 
Philippines, and Malaysia, it is close to 80% (We Are Social and Hootsuite, 2022). So, is 
it possible that the dominant presence of social media imagery has affected the 
perception of political suitability amongst its users? Subsequently, the question arises: 
what image resonates best with the voter in this social media era? Therefore, the main 
research question of this thesis is: Does a less formal and casual appearance add to 
perceived political suitability and receive more voter engagement than a formal 
appearance on Instagram?  

The experiment in this chapter will be repeated for two entirely different 
datasets in terms of geography and type of candidates: namely Belgian low-profile 
leaders vs. well-known world leaders. This was chosen to research whether the 
findings are similar across borders and to analyse voters’ evaluations of different types 
of politicians. For instance, voters might have pre-existing views regarding high-profile 
leaders. So, it is interesting to research whether there is a universal voter response. 
Consequently, it makes sense to compare voters’ responses to high-profile leaders’ 
images with those of politicians where these kinds of opinions or emotions are absent. 
Combined for both datasets, 1094 candidates’ profiles were analysed. Yet, the 
differences between the Belgian political system and the American one must be noted. 
First, Belgium is a parliamentary democracy, and the US has a presidential system. 
Secondly, the Belgian political landscape is highly fragmented, limiting the 
personalization of Belgian politics, while America is dominated by two major parties 
and is highly personalised. In addition, most Belgian politicians and political parties do 
not have enormous financial opportunities and the associated professionals, political 
marketers, and political consultants. Some even label Belgian campaigning as very 
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amateur (De Vries, 2007). Consequently, comparing the results for both contexts may 
shed some light on the image of political suitability in the social media age. What 
follows are some important insights on the how: on the visual strategies behind the 
Instagram posts of political actors that impact user engagement. These results can 
offer a framework for politically suitable production and distribution of digital content 
(Bossetta, 2018). 

The present chapter unfolds in the following way: first, the theoretical 
framework of impression management will be discussed, followed by two different 
case studies using the YOLO (You Only Look Once, cfr. Chapter 2) method. The first 
case study analyses voter engagement on the Instagram pictures of 423 world leaders. 
The second study includes the data of 575 low-profile Belgian politicians.   In the last 
section, these results will be compared and discussed.  
 

4.2 Theoretical Framework 

4.2.1 Impression Management (IM) 

The context of the aforementioned marketization of the media, combined with 
globalization and commercialization and increasing personalization of politics, have 
given rise to the growing importance of impressions. Citizens are making electoral 
decisions based on the impressions or cues that they receive from the candidate’s 
physical appearance and style — at the expense of objective arguments and content 
(De Landtsheer, 2004). Moreover, based on physical appearance, assumptions are 
being made about the personal qualities of the person. For example, women with 
blond hair are supposedly less intelligent and an overweight person is assumed to have 
lost control and be less disciplined (De Landtsheer, 2004; De Vries, 2007). 
Consequently, the physical appearance of politicians has become a dominant factor, 
shaping voting attitudes and ultimately, voting behaviour (De Landtsheer, De Vries, & 
Vertessen, 2008). A politically suitable appearance comes with a list of physical traits: 
some of them can be manipulated, such as style, hair, make-up, or jewellery, whereas 
others cannot be manipulated such as height. Drawing on the impression management 
research by De Landtsheer (2004), De Landtsheer et al. (1999, 2000), and the 
experiments by De Vries (2007) and De Vries & De Landtsheer (2013),  it has been 
shown that a candidate with a politically suitable appearance receives significantly 
higher voter intention. This politically suitable appearance was identified as a formal, 
business-style presentation with conservative style, hair, and make-up. These results 
were based on data from the Netherlands and Belgium and corroborated previous 
research on political suitability in the US by Rosenberg (1986). However, the impact of 
digital strategies in visual e-representation is still overlooked, especially in the political 
field. Although visuals are omnipresent in digital media, little is known about how 
people interact and engage with the presented content and the impact of image 
attributes on voter engagement is understudied, particularly within the political 
context. A great deal of recent literature examines who uses social media platforms 
(O’Connell, 2018; Selva-Ruiz, & Caro-Castaño, 2017) and the reasons why politicians 
are turning to Instagram: Filimonov, Russmann, & Svensson (2016) demonstrated that 
Instagram is most likely used by politicians to broadcast a message, rather than 
mobilize or market an image. Bakhshi, Shamma & Gilbert (2015) demonstrated that 
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faces on Instagram posts are 38% more likely to receive likes and 32% more likely to 
receive comments. More recently, research on social media also confirmed the results 
from the IM theory before the arrival of social media while exploring the effect of a 
professional frame on the number of Instagram likes and comments (Jung et al., 2017; 
Muñoz & Towner, 2017; Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019; Russmann, Svensson & 
Larsson, 2019). The results from these studies corroborated previous research, 
demonstrating that professional framing led to the highest image engagement.  
 

4.2.2 Impression Formation  

Candidate image is heavily mediated, and its perception is subject not only to 
individual behaviour but also to collective behaviour and opinion-making. Therefore, 
an individual’s perception of a candidate image or impression formation is a complex 
psychological process that consists of intertwined cognitive and emotive dimensions 
(McGraw, 2003; De Landtsheer, 2022; De Vries, 2007).  

Since there is a decrease in interest in political debates, citizens depend a great 
deal on their impressions of candidates rather than arguments and content. These 
impressions are highly emotional and tap into voting heuristics such as stereotypes. 
These emotions cannot be underestimated and are strong predictors of voters’ 
perceptions and preferences (Marcus, Neuman & MacKuen, 2000). Wattenberg 
(1987), for example, found that almost a third of voters have strong feelings towards 
political candidates even though they know almost nothing about them. In other 
words, impression formation lies at the basis of voting attitudes, which in turn, can 
manifest themselves in voting behaviour. Consequently, self-presentation becomes 
increasingly important for political leaders.  

The ‘good’ news is that politicians can manage and control the impression they 
make, especially on social media platforms such as Instagram. This is where impression 
management comes into play: it is the attempt of a politician to influence or 
manipulate others via cues or impressions for ingratiation (to be liked) or for self-
promotion (De Landtsheer, 2004). Impression management techniques can help to 
convey a desired image to voters through permanent and increasingly personalized 
campaigning (Diedkova, De Landtsheer, & De Vries, 2019; Larsson, 2016).  

 

4.2.3 Instagram for Impression Management 

There are many social media platforms, but as an ‘image-first, text-second’ 
platform, Instagram is an ideal tool for visual political communication and 
consequently is the platform of choice for this research. Due to Instagram’s growing 
popularity and potential constituent reach it is an ideal electoral tool to construct this 
desired public persona. Moreover, empirical evidence indicates that within political 
communication the boundary between public and private life is vanishing on Instagram 
(Poulakidakos, & Giannouli, 2019) and Instagram is less formal than Facebook (Friebe, 
2020). Comparable to many other social networks, followers can express their 
approval of a post by liking and commenting on the image. However, Instagram is 
positioned differently: if Facebook is about friendships and Twitter is about opinions, 
Instagram is about experiences. Unequalled by any other platform, it offers a glimpse 
into others’ lives, anywhere in the world (Friebe, 2020). Bypassing the traditional 
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media, Instagram is the perfect avenue for self-representation for politicians enabling 
them to construct a carefully built media image via strategically curated photos 
directly to their followers (Friebe, 2020).  

  

4.2.4 A politically suitable appearance 

‘Don’t judge the book by its cover’ or ‘make a good first impression’: these 
sayings suggest the close link between physical appearance and the perception of 
personality. Although there is no established proof, it is a popular belief there is a 
relationship between hair colour and intelligence. For example: a blond woman is 
often referred to as a ‘dumb blond’, questioning her intelligence without any reason 
except for her appearance. In the same logic, there are physical features that increase 
the perception that a candidate is politically suitable. While there are characteristics 
one cannot change such as age and height, there are several features that can subject 
be manipulated, such as style of dress and hair. In her research on impression 
management, De Landtsheer (2004) and De Landtsheer et al. (1999) demonstrated 
how voters’ evaluations increased when low-profile candidates were styled in a 
politically suitable way. During an experiment in Belgium and the Netherlands, 
unknown candidates who were restyled with a conservative appearance received 
higher evaluations on intelligence and competence and consequently, appeared more 
‘fit for the job’, which resulted in an increased voting intention. This experiment 
enabled the development of a detailed description of a ‘politically suitable image’: 
dark or grey hair, a conservative style of dress, preferably in a suit and shirt in 
contrasting colour, for men, a tie and for women, light make-up and some jewellery 
but not too much.  

Moreover, a politically suitable appearance is proven to be closely linked to 
perceptions of intelligence, leadership qualities and trustworthiness (De Vries, 2007; 
De Landtsheer, 2004). These results corroborated existing research on the influence of 
physical appearance in politics (Foti, Fraser, & Lord, 1982; Hinckley, Hofstetter, & 
Kessel, 1974; Jacobson, 1981; Kinder & Abelson, 1981; Lau, 1984; Lilleker & Koc-
Michalska, 2013; Mann & Wolfinger, 1980; Markus & Converse, 1979; Miller, 
Wattenberg, & Malanchuk, 1982; Ragsdale, 1980; Wright, 1974). These studies 
indicated that impressions of intelligence, leadership, and trustworthiness contributed 
significantly to a politically suitable image (Rosenberg, Bohan, McCafferty & Harris, 
1986; Rosenberg, Kahn, Tran, & Le, 1991). 

So, the goal is controlling and enhancing the political candidate’s personal 
appearance and style of dress, crafting their political image. This raises the question: 
Which images or styles are advantageous for political candidates to portray, and which 
are not (De Vries, 2007)? And is this also the case for well-known global political 
leaders or only low-profile candidates?  

 

4.2.5 Social media and political engagement 

In order to qualify engagement with the presented content, two essential 
aspects of Instagram are used to express engagement: likes and comments. The 
number of likes signals to what extent the image is interesting. The number of 
comments is a different form of engagement, which quantifies the level of discussion. 
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Bakhshi, Shamma, & Gilbert (2014) explored how Instagram photos with faces relate 
to engagement. Their results showed that photos with faces significantly increase 
engagement. However, the number of faces, age, and gender did not have an effect.  

Previous research confirmed this and demonstrated that Instagram pictures 
with people increase engagement (Jaakonmäki, Müller, & von Brocke, 2017). This 
could be explained within the context of the personalization and celebritization of 
politicians, which impacts both user engagement and involvement (Shanahan, Tran, & 
Taylor, 2019).  

 

4.2.6 Hypotheses 

 Drawing on the theories explained above, the following hypotheses can be 
formulated for both case studies: 

• H1. Posts with formal attributes (tie, suitcase, etc.) will receive more 
engagement compared to posts without formal attributes. 

 
Based on this first hypothesis, we can formulate the opposite hypothesis:  

• H2. Posts of politicians with informal attributes (e.g., domestic setting) will 
receive less engagement compared to posts without informal attributes. 

 
And lastly: 

• H3. Posts with at least one face will receive more engagement compared to 
posts without a face. 
 

4.3 Data collection 

In the previous chapter, I described how a state-of-the art object detection 
program in Python was used to identify the objects and/or persons and collect the 
variables for engagement for a significant amount of data, followed by clarifying the 
statistical methods that were used to conduct the analysis. In this chapter, data will be 
collected with the method of choice and will be repeated  for two different datasets. 
But first a description can be found on how the 80 items that were detected on the 
Instagram pictures were recategorized into different self-presentation styles. The next 
section explains how this categorization in SPSS was executed. For instance, a suit and 
a tie belong to the formal self-presentation style. This simplifies the analysis and allows 
conclusions to be drawn regarding the audience’s evaluation of different styles.  
 
 

4.4 Analysis 

A quantitative approach was employed to investigate the relationship between 
a person or object  (referred to as, ‘items’) and engagement. The list of 80 items 
initially recorded in the posts is:  

 
person, bicycle, car, motorbike, airplane, bus, train, truck, boat, traffic light, fire 

 hydrant, stop sign, parking meter, bench, bird, cat, dog, horse, sheep, cow, 
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 elephant, bear, zebra, giraffe, backpack, umbrella, handbag, tie, suitcase, 
 frisbee, skis, snowboard, sports ball, kite, baseball bat, baseball glove, 
 skateboard, surfboard, tennis racket, bottle, wine glass, cup, fork, knife, spoon, 
 bowl, banana, apple, sandwich, orange, broccoli, carrot, hot dog, pizza, donut, 
 cake, chair, sofa, potted plant, bed, dining table, toilet, tv monitor, laptop, 
 mouse, remote, keyboard, cell phone, microwave, oven, toaster, sink, 
 refrigerator, book, clock, vase, scissors, teddy bear, hair drier, and toothbrush.  

 
These items stem directly from the dataset that was used to create the object 

recognition model. (Lin, et al. 2014). As this list is quite long, the next section explains 
how these items have been recoded into categories in order to simplify the analysis. 

 

 Recoding into categories via SPSS 
Recoding into seven indicator variables, matching the hypothesis based on 

impression management theory was carried out using the scheme shown below (Table 
2):  

 

 
 Table 2. Items recognized by YOLO on Instagram posts recoded into seven category variables. 

 
 Additionally, when a human was detected in the pictures, this was added to the 
visual analysis labelled as ‘person’. This variable ‘person’ was entered twice: first as a 
quantitative variable representing the number of persons on the post, and second as a 
binary variable (present vs. not present). This latter variable is referred to as 
‘person_bin’. In addition, we studied combinations of a person (present/not present) 
and all the seven other items listed above. All these variables were recoded as ‘1’ for 
both items (say, ‘person + sports’) being present, and ‘0’ for all other cases. In case 
both a formal item and an informal item were detected, the picture was measured 
twice. Further, when a person was detected with a formal and an informal item, 
engagement was measured for both. 
 Two additional variables were considered: the number of tags (N = number of 
persons that are tagged in the post), and the text length underneath the post (Tag 
amount and Tag length). Tag length was always treated as a quantitative (numeric) 
variable. For Tag amount, both a quantitative version and a binary version (tag amount 
= 0 or tag_amount>0) were entered. This latter is referred to as ‘tag_amount_bin’. 
Lastly, the presence of a video post (instead of a picture) was added to the study. This 
resulted in a list of 13 independent variables (cfr. Table 3).  
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Categories of Variables 

1.   Traffic 7. Formal Self -presentation style 

2.   Animals 8. Informal Self-presentation Style 

3.   Pets 9. Number of persons 

4.   Sports 10. Person on the picture (Binary) 

5.   Food 11. Tag Amount 

6.   Text Length Comments 12. Tag Amount Binary 

  13. Video 

Table 3. List of 13 categories – independent variables analysed from the candidate’s Instagram post. 

 

Moreover, categories 1 to 7 were analysed in combination with the presence of a face 
or person. This resulted in seven supplementary variables. So, in total, 20 different 
independent items were researched. The full list of dependent and independent 
variables, recoded in SPSS, can be found in Annex 1.  

Since the data of the dependent variables, i.e., likes and comments are 
extremely skewed with several outliers, the logarithms of the number of likes and 
comments were used in statistical calculations to comply with the assumptions of the 
statistical tests. In other words, significance was tested on the log-transformed values 
of likes and comments, i.e., variables ‘Log Likes’ and ‘Log Comments’.  
 

 ANOVA 
To establish whether the presence of the 20 items listed above influences the 

number of likes and comments, linear mixed models were fitted. This is a type of 
regression/ANOVA model that considers the non-independence of observations in this 
study, an Instagram post, coming from the same person. The classic ANOVA/T-
test/regression assumes all observations are independent, but that assumption does 
not hold here: posts from the same person are not independent, as some politicians 
have more followers than others and will overall receive more likes than others. To 
filter out the differences between persons (i.e., account for the popularity) and 
provide valid hypothesis tests in the presence of non-independent observations, we 
added person ID to the linear mixed model as a random effect. The number of likes 
(respective comments) was entered as dependent variables, and the items listed 
above were (one-by-one) entered as a fixed effect. The significance of the fixed effect 
was tested using a likelihood ratio test. So, in other words, outliers did not need to be 
tested because the mixed model controls for this: since the outcome is on a Likert 
scale (from 1 to 5) politicians with an extreme number of posts will weigh a bit more, 
but it is not the case that politicians who post double the number of posts will weigh 
double as much in the analysis.  

Statistical analyses were carried out using the software package R, version 3.5.3 
(R core team, 2019), and the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015). For each of the items 
the following will be discussed: 
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1. The expected effect size (expEffSize) from the linear mixed model3. 
2. The stErr = standard error of the effect size (to be reported together with the 

effect size). 

3. The p-value: to test the null hypothesis that the presence/absence of the item 
has no effect on the number of likes or comments. 
 

Now the data is ready for analysis, the results of two different samples will be 
discussed:  

● Case study 1: 423 heads of state around the world 

● Case study 2: 575 low-profile, local Belgian candidates and 96 parties. 
 
 

4.5 Case Study 1: World Leaders 

The first case study consisted of a sample of 423 world leaders’ Instagram 
accounts. The list can be consulted in Annex 2. Inclusion criteria for sample selection 
was the head of state’s Instagram account being official, valid, and active.  

So, to test the effect of several items on engagement, we recorded 80 initial 
items in posts from 423 politicians, which were re-coded into 20 items. To measure 
engagement, the likes and comments of 423 world leaders were recorded. For the 
analysis, the experimental unit was one Instagram post or picture with each politician 
posting multiple posts. For each post, the presence of 80 different items was 
investigated. These initial 80 variables were summarized into seven indicator variables, 
encoded ‘0’ if none of the items were present and ‘1’ if at least one of the items was 
present, according to the recoding scheme in 4.3.1.1.  

 

 

 

3 Since the outcome of the regression analysis was the natural logarithm of the number of likes 
(resp. comments), the regression coefficient from the regression model (column Effsize) 
represents the difference in Log Likes (resp. Log comments) per unit increase of the 
parameter. The exponentiated value of this regression coefficient (expEffSize) represents 
the multiplicative increase in the outcome per unit increase in the independent variable. 
That is the factor by which the number of likes (resp. comments) increases if the 
independent variable increases by one unit. In case the exponentiated effect size is below 
1. This means that an increase in the parameter is associated with a decrease in the 
outcome. For a binary independent variable, on the other hand (for instance ‘Food’), the 
exponentiated effect size represents the factorial increase in the number of likes (resp. 
comments) in case the parameter (e.g., food) is present. In general, an exponentiated 
effect size above 1 means that the presence of the binary parameter (binary parameter = 
1) is associated with an increase in the number of likes, whereas an exponentiated effect 
size between 0 and 1 implies that the presence of the parameter is associated with a 
decrease in the number of likes (resp. comments). 
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4.5.1 Results 

 
The effect of these items on engagements was modelled using linear mixed 

models. Figure 1 visualizes the hypothetical features of Instagram posts that may have 
an impact on engagement. The results of the linear regression models are shown in 
Tables 4 and 5, grouped for likes and comments.  

 

 A formal context receives more likes but less comments 
The first hypothesis tests whether formal features in a post have a positive 

impact on engagement. The results, as shown in Table 4 and Table 5, are quite 
revealing in many ways. Strong evidence was found that the presence of a formal item 
in combination with a person or face has a very strong and positive relation with the 
number of likes on a leader’s post (exponentiated effect size = 1.06). This means that 
posts with a person and a formal item have on average 1.06 times the number of likes 
(that is, 6% more likes) compared to a post without people and formal items. 
Surprisingly, the link with comments is also significant but in the opposite direction: an 
exponentiated effect size of 0.99, implying a 1% decrease in the number of comments 
on posts with at least one formal feature compared to a picture without, with only a 
marginally significant value (p = 0.04).  

Interestingly, a similar picture is observed when a formal object is pictured 
without a person in the photo: a highly significant positive effect (p = 5.45 E-63) has 
been observed for likes (exponentiated effect size = 1.05, i.e., a 5% increase). However, 
for comments, no such correlation was observed. 

 

 Less likes and comments for casual pictures 
The second hypothesis addressed the impact of the presence of any informal 

items on engagement for a world leader’s post. A negative and strong significant 
correlation was observed on every level: when an informal object — alone or in 
combination with a face — is depicted, a decrease in both likes and comments is 
observed. This is in favour of hypothesis 2.  

 

 Higher user engagement with personalised pictures 
The third and last hypothesis addressed how personalization affects 

engagement. Expected engagement is higher when at least one face is detected on the 
Instagram post (Bakhshi, Shamma, & Gilbert, 2014). However, based on previous 
research, the number of persons (‘N persons’) would not have an impact. As shown in 
Tables 4 and 5, across all likes and comments, the single most striking observation to 
emerge from the data comparison was the positive impact of the binary variable of 
‘person’: a strong significant and positive relation has been observed on the number of 
likes of a post: exponentiated effect size = 1.21, a 21% increase (confident interval: 20-
22%). In addition, the number of likes increases when the number of faces increases 
on the picture: exponentiated effect size = 1.002, which is a 0.2% increase per face 
added to the post. This is in favour of hypothesis 3.  

On the level of comments, however, no such significant link was observed in 
posts with and without faces. However, a negative relation was observed for the 
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quantitative variable of ‘person’: the comments decrease when the number of faces 
increases (expEffSize = 0.98, a decrease of 2%). This finding is not in line with the 
theory that presumes the absence of any impact.  

 

 Remaining results 
The object detection algorithm offered a visual analysis of six supplementary 

category items, namely: traffic, pets, animals, sports, food, and video. Additionally, the 
impact of two photo features were analysed: text length and tags. The section below 
describes some noteworthy results for these eight categories:  

● Pets and animals: What stands out in the tables is the striking result for the 
category ‘pets’. A cat or a dog, with or without a human in the picture has the 
strongest positive effect of all categories on likes and comments, closely 
followed by ‘person’: exp. effect size = 1.27, so 27% more likes for posts with a 
cat or a dog and 38% more comments (int. confidence 19-36% resp. 29-48%). In 

combination with a person, the effect is even larger: an average increase of 49% 
is expected in likes and 47% in comments (int. confidence 37-62% resp. 35-60%). 

By contrast, animals other than pets do not have a similar impact; farm animals 
even have a negative but smaller impact (expEffSize = 0.95) limited to the 
comments of a post.  

● Traffic: Further analysis showed that a car, bicycle, or any other item belonging 

to the category ‘traffic’ in combination with a person has a positive effect on 
likes and comments. The positive relation remains significant when depicted 
without a human face.  

● Food: Strong evidence was found that food items have a negative impact on likes 
and comments in combination with a person (Person + Food).  

● Number of tags: There was a significant positive correlation between the ‘Tag 

Amount’ and the number of likes received. No significant differences were found 
regarding the comments between posts with and without tags. 

● Text length underneath the post: The results, as shown in Tables 4 and 5, 
indicate a significant positive relation between text length and likes and 
comments.  

● Video: The format of the post has an impact on engagement. When a video is 
posted instead of a regular picture the number of likes doubles and there is a 
50% increase in comments. This is a rather remarkable result.  

 
 

4.5.2 Conclusion for world leaders 

The first question sought to determine whether formal objects on a politician’s 
Instagram post led to a higher number of likes and comments. This study confirmed 
that there is a higher user engagement for formally framed political posts: when at 
least one formal attribute is present on the picture of a politician, the number of likes 
and comments is significantly higher. In addition, the combination of a person with a 
formal attribute (tie, cell phone, etc.) has a strong and positive impact on the number 
of likes received. Additionally, this study found that the presence of any informal item 
has an undoubtedly negative association with the number of likes and comments 
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when depicted alone and in combination with a human face. These results corroborate 
the findings of a great deal of the previous work within the context of impression 
management in several countries such as Greece (Poulakidakos & Giannouilli, 2019); 
Hungary (Farkas & Bene, 2021), Singapore (Jung et al., 2017); Finland (Lindholm, 
Carlson, & Högväg, 2021); and Scandinavia (Filimonov, Russmann, & Sensson, 2016; 
Russmann, Svensson, & Larsson, 2019).  
 Surprisingly, a formal frame has a negative impact on the number of comments. 
A possible explanation might be that social media provokes comments from those with 
extreme opinions or emotions. Adi, Gerodimos, & Lilleker (2018, p.320) argue that 
social media in general, and Instagram in particular, appears to favour ‘impulsive, 
symbolic affective expression rather than rational or critical dialogue’. Consequently, 
when someone agrees with what they see rationally in the absence of extreme 
emotions such as surprise, love, or hatred, they might be less motivated to comment 
on the picture.  

Another important finding was that, besides a formal or informal frame, 
tagging another user can increase engagement. In addition, when the number of 
persons increases in a picture, the number of likes and comments on an Instagram 
post increased. Thus, both tagging and personalising a post have a positive impact on 
engagement. These results are in accord with recent studies demonstrating the 
positive effect on engagement of personalizing a picture (Bakhshi, Shamma, & Gilbert, 
2014; Jaakonmäki, Müller, & von Brocke, 2017; Shanahan, Tran, & Taylor, 2019). 
Finally, the single most effective item on the list is pets: they have the strongest effect 
on likes and comments received. Further significant factors are traffic, sports, food, 
and text length. Lastly, the results revealed that the format of a post has a strong 
impact on engagement: the number of likes doubles when a video is posted. This fits 
into the context of the growing visualization of media messages. 

The results in this section indicate that there are several variables in the visual 
analysis that have a considerable effect on the engagement of a post by candidates 
and parties. In the next section, the experiment will be repeated for unknown Belgian 
candidates, so general recommendations can be made regarding online storytelling 
strategies. 
 

4.6 Case Study 2: Belgian low-profile candidates 

The second dataset consists of a stratified sample of candidates who 
participated in the local Flemish elections on 14 October 2018. Official results of these 
elections are available online, with data on all participants, parties, and voting results 
(Open Data Flanders, 2018). Over 36,000 candidates competed for a seat of which the 
most prominent 575 candidates were selected for this study. The primary inclusion 
criteria for these 575 candidates were threefold. Firstly, their place on the list: only 
candidates in the first and second place on the election list were considered to control 
for incumbency. As these were local elections, it could still be assumed that these 
candidates were not known to the greater public. Next, the candidate had to achieve a 
result of at least one thousand votes. Third, the candidate needed to have a valid and 
public Instagram account or handle. For this last criterion, a manual check was 
conducted for every single candidate. In case there were multiple handles, a Google 
search was conducted to verify the identity of the candidate. Alias handles were not 
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included (posting under a different name) since it is assumed that Instagram is used to 
convey a public image and an alias is a way to post anonymously, out of sight of the 
electorate. The Instagram handles of the parties, both local and national accounts, 
were also included in the sample which resulted in 96 handles in total. Overall, this 
resulted in a total of 671 handles of political parties and candidates or 53.000 
Instagram pictures that were taken into consideration for this study. This processing 
took 8 hours on a server with a 32-core CPU. During this time, no manual input is 
needed. A detailed description of how to utilize this data collection method is given in 
chapter 3. 

 

4.6.1 Recap Research Hypotheses 

Drawing on the impression management framework by De Landtsheer (2004) and De 
Vries (2007) the following hypotheses were formulated: 

 
H1. Engagement will be positively affected by the presence of items suggesting a 
formal, professional business-like context in the politician’s Instagram post (cfr. Table 
1: a handbag, a tie, a suitcase, a laptop, a mouse, a remote, a keyboard, a cell phone, 
or an umbrella). 
 
Conversely, the opposite can be suggested: 
 
H2. Engagement will be adversely affected by the presence of informal items (cfr Table 
1: items that suggest a domestic, casual setting such as a restaurant, family dinner, or 
at home. For instance: a clock, a vase, scissors, a teddy bear, a hairdryer, and a 
toothbrush). 
 
Based on the research on personalization of online self-presentation, the last 
hypothesis is:  
 
H3. Personalizing an Instagram post will positively affect user engagement.  

 

To establish whether the presence of the 19 items listed above influences the 
number of likes and comments linear mixed models were fitted. This is a type of 
regression/ANOVA model that considers the non-independence of observations, in this 
study, an Instagram post, coming from the same person. The classic ANOVA/T-
test/regression assumes all observations are independent, but that assumption does 
not hold here: posts from the same person are not independent, as some politicians 
have more followers than others and will overall receive more likes than others. An 
overview of the detected variables that might impact engagement has been visualised 
in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Hypothetical model: Categories on pictures that may impact engagement.  

Like the first case study, for each of the items, the following will be discussed: 

● The expected effect size (expEffSize) from the linear mixed model. 

● The stErr = standard error of the effect size (to be reported together with the 
effect size). 

● The p-value: To test the null hypothesis that the presence/absence of the item 
has no effect on the number of likes or comments. 

 

4.6.2 Data collection 

To test the effect of several items on engagement, we recorded 80 initial items 
with YOLO (Chapter 3) in the Instagram posts from 475 politicians and 96 parties. In 
order to measure engagement, the likes and comments on these 571 Instagram 
handles were collected. For the analysis, the experimental unit was one Instagram post 
or picture with each politician posting multiple posts. For each post, the presence of 80 
different items was investigated. This list of 80 items was re-coded into 19 variables, 
encoded ‘0’ if none of the 80 items were present and ‘1’ if at least one of the items 
was present, according to a recoding scheme shown in the methods section.  

 

4.6.3 Results 

Before analysing the relationship between voter engagement and formality, the 
number of informal pictures was calculated to illustrate the observation of growing 
informality in politicians’ visual rhetoric. 

 

 Growing privatization: the figures 
The central question of this chapter is regarding what type of self-presentation style 
resonates best with the voter: a formal, appropriate for office image or a casual image. 
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Despite the recommendation for what is politically suitable, according to the IM 
studies (i.e., a formal image), a growing informality has been observed in the (online) 
branding strategies of politicians. This observation becomes apparent in the tables 
below: the formal and the informal items that were detected on the selected posts 
were counted in the crosstabs table below. The right diagonal shows that 8121 
pictures of a total of 48,663 pictures (16.6%) contained at least one informal item, as 
opposed to ‘only’ 4605 pictures with at least one formal item (9.4%). Of these formal 
pictures, 3095 contained only formal items, whereas 6611 pictures had only informal 
items.  
 The zero hypothesis is that the number of pictures with formal items is equal to 
the number of pictures with informal items. However, this hypothesis has been 
rejected by the highly significant outcome of the McNemar test: a p<0.001 (exact p-
value = 2,0E-256) (Table 1). So, twice as many informal pictures, compared to formal 
pictures, have been posted by Belgian politicians.  
 

 
Table 1. Cross table and McNemar test for formal and informal items that were analysed on Belgian 
candidates’ Instagram posts.  

 
Next, the effect of the 80 items on engagements was modelled using linear 

mixed models (Cfr. Figure 1). The results of these linear regression models are shown 
in Tables 6 to 9, grouped for likes and comments and divided for candidates and 
parties, and illustrated in the models in Figures 2 to 5.  

 

 Candidates’ formal posts receive more likes 
The first hypothesis tests whether formal features in a post have a positive 

impact on engagement. The results, as shown in Tables 6 to 9, are quite revealing in 
many ways. Strong evidence was found that the presence of a formal item, alone and 
in combination with a person or face, has a very strong and positive link with the 
number of likes on a leader’s post (exponentiated effect size = 1.05, resp. 1.08). This 
means that posts with a formal item receive on average 5% more likes compared to a 
post without any formal item from the list we screened for. Therefore, the first 
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hypothesis is confirmed. Surprisingly, for parties, no such correlation was observed. 
The results have been visualised in a model (Figure 2 and 3).  

 

 
Figure 2. Result Model: Picture items that impact likes on a politician’s Instagram post.  

 

 
Figure 3. Result Model: Picture items that impact likes for a party’s Instagram post. 

 

 Informal posts receive less likes 
The second hypothesis addressed the impact of the presence of any informal 

items on engagement for a Belgian politician or party running in the 2019 elections. A 
negative and strong significant correlation was observed on every level: when an 
informal object, for example, a homely environment with a couch is depicted alone or 
in combination with a face; a decrease in both likes and comments is observed for 
parties and candidates (Tables 6 to 9). Interestingly, the effect is the strongest for 
parties’ posts: an informal setting on a picture receives an average of 25% fewer likes. 
These results are in favour of hypothesis 2.  
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Figure 4. Result Model: Picture items that impact comments on a politician’s Instagram post. 

 

 

Figure 5. Result Model: Picture items that impact comments on a political party’s Instagram post. 

 

 The more persons, the more likes 
The third and last hypothesis addressed how personalization affects 

engagement. Engagement was expected to be higher when at least one face was 
detected on the Instagram post (Bakhshi, Shamma and Gilbert, 2014). However, based 
on previous research, the number of persons (N persons) would not have an impact. In 
the present research, personalization was measured by detecting the presence of a 
face (person (binary and numeric)) and tags (binary and numeric) on a post.  

As shown in Tables 6 and 7, one of the most striking observations to emerge 
from the data comparison was the positive impact of these four variables for 
personalization on the number of likes for a politician: an increase of 43% for tagged 
pictures, compared to non-tagged posts and 34% when a person was observed. 
Additionally, there is a positive correlation between the number of likes and the 
number of faces: exponentiated effect size = 1.012, which is a 0.1% increase per face 
added to the post. Parties’ posts, on the other hand, are liked significantly more when 
another Instagram user is tagged in a post, although the effect is smaller: 10% more 
likes for tagged posts compared to posts without tags, and 7% more likes for every 
additional tag (binary variable of tags). Further analysis revealed a positive correlation 
between the comments a party’s post received and the number of tags (expEffSize = 
1.03). These results are in support of hypothesis 3.  

Surprisingly, a small, negative correlation was observed between comments 
and the numeric variable of ‘person’ for both parties and candidates (Table 8 and 9): 
the conversation from followers decreases with an average of 1% fewer comments for 
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every face added to the picture. This finding is not in line with the personalization 
theory and previous research that presumes the absence of any impact.  

 

 Remaining results 
The object detection algorithm offered a visual analysis of six supplementary 

category items, namely: traffic, pets, animals, sports, food, and video. Additionally, we 
analysed the impact of one additional photo feature, i.e., the description beneath the 
post, referred to in this study as ‘text length’. The section below describes some 
noteworthy results for these seven categories:  

Pets and animals: What stands out across all tables is the striking result for the 
category ‘pets’ and ‘animals’. Posts of politicians with a pet receive 7%, with any other 
animal even 8% more likes compared to photos without pets or animals (int. 
confidence 1%-16% resp. 2%-15%). In combination with a person, the effect is even 
larger: an average increase of 30% is expected in likes for pets and 18% for the 
remaining animals (int. confidence 19%-41% resp. 9%-29%). Parties’ posts were 
observed to receive 33% more likes when pets are in the picture, and 39% more likes 
with a person (int. confidence 6-68% resp. 5-85%). By contrast, animals were observed 
to have a negative impact on the number of comments on a candidate’s post: a 
decrease in comments of 5% was recorded, and 6% when in combination with a face.  

Traffic: Further analysis showed that a car, bicycle, or any other item belonging 
to the category ‘traffic’ in combination with a person has a positive effect on likes on a 
politician’s Instagram feed. This positive link disappears when depicted without a 
person in the picture.  

Food: Strong evidence was found that food items have a negative impact on 

Instagram likes of both parties and politicians. Surprisingly, this correlation remains 

negative for parties’ likes and comments when in combination with a person (exp. 

effect size = 0.83) but turns positive on a politician’s feed (exp. effect size = 1.05).  

Text length underneath the post: The results, as shown in Table 6 to Table 9, 
indicate a significant positive relation between text length and likes and comments of 
parties and politicians. In other words, followers tend to like and start the conversation 
more often when there is a description beneath the post.  

The results in this chapter indicate that there are several variables in the visual 

analysis that have a considerable effect on the engagement of posts published by 

candidates and parties. In the conclusion, we move on to discuss the repercussions of 

these results. 

  

4.6.4 Conclusion on low-profile Belgian candidates 

This first experiment on Belgian politicians set out to gain a better 
understanding of how people engage with the presented content on Instagram and to 
make an inventory of the features in Instagram posts that elicit the most user 
engagement, quantified by likes and comments.  

In reviewing the literature, the impression management theory demonstrates 
that a more serious and formal presentation of a political candidate leads to higher 
support and perception of political suitability for candidates (De Vries, 2007). 
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Consequently, our first question sought to determine whether formal objects on a 
politician’s Instagram post led to a higher number of likes and comments. This study 
confirmed that a professional context positively affects engagement: the number of 
likes significantly increases when at least one formal object (a tie, laptop, etc.) is 
pictured.  

With respect to the second research question, this study found that user 
engagement was negatively impacted by objects suggesting a non-professional setting 
including a restaurant or a homely setting for both politicians and parties.  

Another important finding was that, besides a formal or informal frame, 
tagging another user can increase the engagement level. Also, when the number of 
persons increases on a picture, the number of likes and comments on an Instagram 
post increases. Thus, personalising a post has a strong positive impact on engagement. 
These results concur with recent studies demonstrating the positive effect of 
personalizing a picture on engagement (Bakhshi, Shamma and Gilbert, 2014; 
Jaakonmäki, Müller, & von Brocke, 2017; Shanahan, Tran, & Taylor, 2019). ` 

 

4.7 Discussion, results, and conclusion of case 
studies 1 & 2 

In this chapter, voters’ engagement has been compared for the formal style 
and the informal style. Aiming to analyse voter engagement on different levels, two 
different samples were compared: one on a global level including data from all world 
leaders, and the second on a local, Belgian level with a list of unknown politicians. This 
study has shown that in order to increase likes a politician should be: 

1) Pictured on an Instagram post in a formal setting  
2) Accompanied by other people  
3) Tagging other Instagram users  
4) Adding a caption to the post  
 
What is striking about these results is that the conclusion for both world 

leaders and low-profile candidates is similar for both datasets namely: a business-like, 
formal self-presentation style generates the most likes and comments. Additionally, 
personalizing the post by adding other people to the picture or by tagging them, 
increases voter engagement. These conclusions are valid regardless of whether the 
candidate is a well-known leader or a brand-new candidate entering the field of 
campaigning. Additionally, it appears to be valid across borders, regardless of any 
cultural differences. These results suggest social media did not change anything to the 
impression management theories and to the voting standards in voters’ minds. Further 
research should investigate whether these results can be explained by a deeply rooted 
stereotyped image of a politician.  

Contrary to expectations, a (small) decrease in comments was observed for 
formal posts in both samples. A possible explanation might be found in the work of 
Adi, Gerodimos, & Lilleker (2018) who argue how social media in general, and 
Instagram in particular, appears to favour ‘impulsive, symbolic and affective expression 
rather than rational or critical dialogue’. Consequently, when someone agrees with 
what they see, such as when they are confronted with a formal picture of a politician, 
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the absence of extreme emotions might explain the decreased motivation to comment 
on the picture.  

A note of caution on the interpretation of these results is due to the number of 
detectable items being limited to a list of 80 objects excluding gender, emotions, or 
age, these latter categories cannot (yet) be analysed. However, it will be possible soon 
to go into more detail as the deep learning algorithm behind the Python script will 
increasingly get smarter. Hopefully, this study offers a foundation for future studies 
that use big data and aim to conduct a more detailed visual analysis of highly engaged 
images on social media platforms like Instagram. It would also be most interesting to 
control for political ideology and party-specific attributes in the analysis.  

A strength of this research, however, is the data analysis, which controls for 
fake likes, namely by adding person IDs to the linear mixed model as a random effect. 
Therefore, the differences in likes between the candidates were controlled because 
the random intercept (the difference in likes between posts of the same account) was 
used for comparison.  

A major limitation of the present study is that it analyses the link of each 
detected (in)formal item independently with engagement (likes and comments), not 
specifying the results for images picturing both types of items. Because of the vastness 
of the data, it is not expected this would change the conclusions. However, it could be 
an interesting avenue for future research on how informal dress style would be 
perceived in formal contexts or vice versa.  

When exploring online engagement and analysing what triggers likes, one 
cannot help but wonder: Do we want to contribute to this frantic search for likes? A 
world where people are desperate for approval, where the most liked and followed 
accounts are the most powerful. But the downsides are also becoming apparent and 
are being acted on: recently, Instagram’s policy has become a lot stricter and will 
delete Instagram handles that pay for likes and comments (Belghmidi, 2018). 
Therefore, it is important to understand the visual strategies that are presented online, 
not only on the production side but also on the receiver’s end.  

This chapter offered insights as to which digital self-presentation strategies are 
the most effective in garnering higher rates of voter engagement on the one hand and 
understanding the tactics that are being used on the producer’s end. This should 
generate ideas and offer guidance to political communication consultants and 
marketeers but also provide insights for the receiver. Hence, the described findings 
can influence both the production and distribution of digital content and improve 
much-needed social media literacy.  

 
The next chapter will research the voter’s perspective directly via 

questionnaire, aiming to identify whether this formal presentation style on Instagram 
not only correlates with increased online engagement but also results in increased 
voting intention.
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Annex 1: Index of Variables, recoded in SPSS:  

Dependent variables (engagement) 

1. Likes: Numeric variable. N = number of likes 
2. Comments: Numeric variable. N = number of comments. 

 
Independent variables  
1. Traffic: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
2. Pets: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
3. Formal: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
4. Animals: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
5. Sports: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
6. Informal: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
7. Food: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
8. ‘person_bin’: Person: Binary variable. 0 = if no persons were present, 1 = at least 1 person was 

present 
9. Person: Numeric variable. N = number of persons identified on the post 
10. Tag amount: Numeric variable. N = number of persons that are tagged. 
11. Tag_amount_bin: Binary variable: 0 if nobody was tagged, 1 = at least one person tagged.  
12. Text length: Length of accompanying text under the post Nominal variable: N = number of 

characters. 
13. Video: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item present 
14. Person + Traffic: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item 

present of both categories 
15. Person + Formal: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item 

present of both categories 
16. Person + Animals: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item 

present of both categories 
17. Person + Pets: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item 

present of both categories 
18. Person + Sports: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item 

present of both categories 
19. Person + Informal: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item 

present of both categories 
20. Person + Food: Binary variable. 0 = if none of the items were present, 1 = at least 1 item 

present of both categories 
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Judging a Book by its Cover. Political 
Impression Management on Instagram: 
Privatization and Voter Engagement 

Chapter published in: Handbook Visual Politics, edited by Lilleker, D. and Veneti, A. (2022) 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Every single day we are exposed to an almost unstoppable flow of images, which 
has only been encouraged by the rise of social media platforms like Instagram and 
YouTube. The potential of these social media channels has not remained unnoticed nor 
unexplored by politicians and political parties. Social media platforms in general, but 
especially visually oriented platforms such as Instagram, encourage a shift from 
discussions about political issues to the construction of an appealing public persona 
(Diedkova, De Landtsheer, & De Vries, 2019). By drawing on De Landtsheer’s political 
impression management framework (1999, 2000, 2004), it is argued that a formal political 
appearance taps into perceptions of leadership, intelligence, and political suitability in the 
eye of the beholder. Nevertheless, social media play a new and unparalleled role in 
political campaigning (Bossetta, 2018; Filimonov, Russmann, & Svensson, 2016; Lilleker, 
Tenscher, & Stetka, 2015) and may add a significant new dimension to the existing 
theoretical framework. Because of the increasing digitalization, visualization, and 
personalization of the media, politicians have increasingly been sharing their private lives 
to convey a feeling of closeness and establish a face-to-face relationship with their voters 
(Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019; Russmann, Svensson, & Larsson, 2019). This might 
change perceptions of political suitability, advocating that a less formal and more casual 
political appearance adds to the perception of political suitability. So, the central question 
of the present chapter is: Has a social media platform like Instagram contributed to a shift 
in voters’ perception of political suitability from a formal image towards an increasingly 
informal image?  

In this analysis, data were collected using a survey in Qualtrics amongst a 
heterogeneous group of 905 respondents assessing the perceived political suitability for 
low-profile politicians’ Instagram pictures. Two Instagram pictures per politician were 
evaluated by the respondents: an informal, privatized style picture versus a professional, 
formal style one (Jung et al., 2017). For the regression analysis, linear mixed models were 
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fitted using R, version 3.5.3 (Team, 2019) and the lme4 package (Bates, Maechler, Doler, 
& Walker, 2015).  

This study set out to investigate the usefulness of storytelling strategies on voters’ 
image formation through visuals on Instagram. The specific objective is to compare the 
impact of the two most observed visual self-presentation strategies online (formal versus 
informal presentation), first on the overall impression of the candidate, but second, on 
voters’ online and offline engagement (measured respectively by online liking and voting 
intention). This impact was controlled for gender, age, political orientation, and social 
media use. Several suggestions for this research have been proposed (Liebhart & 
Bernhardt, 2017; Russman, Svensson, & Larsson, 2019; Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019). 
Furthermore, this chapter attempts to show to what extent online support is echoed in 
voting behaviour. The results from this research have implications for future political 
impression management strategies employed by political candidates and contribute to a 
better understanding of voter evaluations of these strategies.  

This chapter is structured in this way: first, the trend of privatization within 
political impression management and the l with Instagram will be discussed. 
Subsequently, the methodological procedures are outlined related to data collection and 
analysis. Lastly, the results will be revealed on the central research question of this study.  

  

5.2 Theoretical Framework 

5.2.1 Instagram and political impression management 

Instagram’s story started in 2010 as a photo-sharing application, but it now has 
changed the way we interact with the world around us. Consequently, empirical evidence 
indicates that within political communication the boundary between public and private 
life is evaporating (Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019). Bypassing the traditional media, 
Instagram is the perfect avenue for self-representation for politicians enabling them to 
construct a carefully built media image by strategically curated photographs directly to 
their followers (Friebe, 2020). The ‘image first, text second’ rule of Instagram is gaining an 
increasing number of followers, which can be explained by ongoing digitalization and 
visualization. Last year, Instagram’s users grew to 1.22 billion users around the world. Just 
over half the audience is female (50.8%) and 62.7% of the users are between the ages of 
18 and 34 (We Are Social & Hootsuite, 2021). Like many other social networks, followers 
can express their approval of a post by liking and commenting on the image. However, 
Instagram is differently positioned: if Facebook is about friendships and Twitter is about 
opinions, Instagram is about experiences. Unequalled by any other platform, it offers a 
glimpse into anyone else’s life, anywhere in the world (Friebe, 2020). Instagram has many 
functions, such as mobilizing and informing (see Lalancette & Raynauld, 2019; Lilleker et 
al., 2011; Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017) but in this chapter, the focus lies on the image 
management function through visuals or posts (Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017; Lilleker, 
Tenscha, & Stetka, 2015; Russmann, Svensson, & Larsson, 2019).  
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5.2.2 Privatization and impression management 

Several studies have demonstrated how social media is used by campaigning 
politicians to reinforce a positive image and create a feeling of closeness (Lalancette & 
Raynauld, 2019; Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017; Russmann, Svensson, & Larsson, 2019). In 
order to do so, they sometimes share a glimpse of their private moments, which can help 
the voter to identify with the political candidate. Thus far, several sources have reported 
how Instagram is increasingly being used to show politicians’ human side by posting 
pictures of their private lives (Hinsliff, 2019; Jung et al., 2017; Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 
2019; Russmann, Svenssonn, & Larsson, 2019). There are key examples of high-profile 
candidates that illustrate this trend of an increasingly visual and personalized outreach to 
the public. Instagram pictures of Justin Trudeau with his family (Lalancette & Raynauld, 
2019) or Putin pictured horse-riding half-nude are being used to construct a favourable 
self-image. In the present study, however, we focus on low-profile candidates who use 
this image-building technique. They have every right to do so because visuals can be quite 
powerful and convey as much meaning and emotions as any accompanying words 
(Lilleker, 2019). In addition, photographs are much better than text for self-expression 
and impression management since people perceive nonverbal messages such as 
Instagram pictures as credible (Lalancette & Raynauld, 2019; Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 
2019; Russmann, Svensson, & Larsson, 2019). Yet, a critical note is that increasing access 
to cameras and more means of manipulating results in a fading boundary between 
persuasion and entertainment (Messaris, 2019). 

According to Van Aelst, Schaefer, & Stanyer (2011), the concept of privatization is 
defined as a dimension of individualization that refers to the shift in focus from the 
politician’s public role to their private life. By drawing on this concept, a list of four types 
of images is provided that fall under the label ‘privatization’: posts of politicians’ family, 
past life. upbringing, leisure time. and love life (Van Aelst, Sheafer, & Stanyer, 2011). 
Farkas & Bene (2021) conclude that Instagram is much more informal than Facebook and 
more related to this privatization dimension of personalization. However, it remains to be 
seen whether these privatized pictures contribute to a politically suitable image. 
 

5.2.3 Formality and political impression management 

For this research, the technology of Instagram is relevant as it enables the owner 
of the post to have full control over the production, selection, and dissemination of the 
image. Since politics is increasingly about creating and maintaining a specific image and 
less about content, Instagram is the perfect campaigning tool for constructing such a 
favourable image. This study has to be interpreted within the context of existing research 
on voting intentions, which emphasizes the electoral significance of the achievements of 
political parties and leaders within the domain of economy and finance. In the impression 
management process, one cannot neglect the role of a politician’s rhetoric, besides their 
personality traits and appearance (De Landtsheer, De Vries, & Vertessen, 2008). Voters, 
nevertheless, attribute a personality to a political candidate depending on their physical 
appearance, with some physical appearance characteristics being more suitable for 
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political leadership and success. More recent attention has focused on the provision of 
political impression management strategies behind images (Bakhshi, Shamma, & Gilbert, 
2017; Jung et al., 2017; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2013). De Landtsheer (1999, 2000, 2004) 
and De Vries (2007) demonstrated the importance of physical appearance rather than 
debates or content on the perception of political suitability for both male and female 
politicians. In studies for Belgium and the Netherlands, using photos, videos, and 
campaign flyers during mock elections, De Landtsheer demonstrated how the level of 
perceived political suitability is bound to a formal self-presentation style. Together, these 
studies describe what a politically suitable politician looks like. For a male candidate, this 
is a high forehead, dark or grey hair combed in parts and a conservative suit. Female 
candidates should also be conservatively dressed, well-groomed, and dark-haired. 
Candidates with this ‘favourable’ political appearance are perceived as intelligent leaders 
(De Landtsheer, 2004; De Landtsheer, De Vries, & Vertessen, 2008). These results 
corroborate previous research conducted in the United States of America (Rosenberg, 
Kahn, & Tran, 1991). It can be argued that depending on economic conditions, ideology, 
culture and fashion, audiences may prefer more or less formal appearances and 
presentation styles (Gaus et al., 1995). 

In addition, these political impression management studies which focus on 
physical and visual elements were conducted in a print and television era and need to be 
updated to the new social media context. Thus far, research on Instagram is still scant but 
several studies have begun to research the impact of formality on (online) engagement. 
The studies presented provide evidence that a formal appearance is positively correlated 
with voter perception and voting intention (De Munter, De Vries, & Pinxteren, 2019; Jung 
et al., 2017; Lindholm, Carlson, & Högväg, 2021). Conversely, Peng (2021) claims that non-
political informal images lead to an increase in online engagement. All of the studies 
reviewed here, except for the latter, support the following hypothesis:  

 
H1. Depiction of a politician in a formal Instagram post will lead to higher online 
and offline voter engagement compared to an informal post.  
 

5.2.4 Predictors of online and offline voter engagement 

In De Landtsheer’s (1999, 2000) analysis of impression management in Belgium 
and The Netherlands, she employed a questionnaire to measure the traits of a politician 
perceived by the voter in relation to the perception of political suitability by the voter. 
This questionnaire, which was inspired by Rosenberg, Kahn, & Tran (1991), consists of five 
questions, each one developed to evaluate five different dimensions of perceived political 
personality. These dimensions are leadership, competence or intelligence, 
trustworthiness, sympathy, and physical attractiveness. Lastly, the voting intention was 
measured by asking for a rating on political demeanour. Results convincingly demonstrate 
that voters’ perception of these five qualities does contribute, though to a decreasing 
extent, to the perception of political suitability. Combined, the sum of these five core 
questions results in a score: the ‘Impression Management Score’ or (IMS) (De Landtsheer, 
2004). The five different (personality) traits appear as empirically separable dimensions of 
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political personality (Kinder in McGraw, 2003). Firstly, intelligence refers to the extent a 
leader is perceived as qualified, competent, and ‘fit for the job’, while leadership refers to 
the ‘heroic’ dimension, often captured by the term ‘inspiring’, also described as ‘not 
weak’. Trustworthiness is the extent to which a leader is ethical and moral, whereas 
sympathy is the extent to which the leader is compassionate, understanding and 
connected to the ‘common man’. To determine the effect of each dimension on voting 
intention, studies indicated that the ‘sympathy’ and ‘attractiveness’ dimensions have the 
lowest agreement with voting intention with leadership and competence being the 
highest predicting traits (De Landtsheer, 1999, 2000, 2004; McGraw, 2003, Rosenberg, 
Kahn, & Tran, 1991; Warner & Banwart, 2016; Franklin & Zebrovitz, 2016). Based on these 
theoretical insights, the following hypothesis can be formulated:  

 
H2. Perceived intelligence and leadership are the highest predicting factors of 
voting intention. 
  
Perceived personality traits are the most basic components of a candidate’s 

image, which happens to significantly influence voter choice (Hoegg & Lewis, 2011). In 
spite of the admonition ‘Don’t judge a book by its cover’, it is clear that people have a 
strong tendency to follow their intuition based on first impressions rather than rational 
arguments. Appearance has often been concluded to positively add to the success of a 
politician since most people are relatively inattentive to politics and rely on simple 
information — such as candidates’ physical appearance — to make political judgments 
(Lau & Redlawsk, 2001; Popkin, 1994). In contemporary politics, a trend evolution from 
content to style has been observed (De Landtsheer, De Vries, & Vertessen, 2008). 
Consequently, the question of the sources of trait inference becomes important and 
voting heuristics such as stereotypes come into play (Lau & Redlawsk, 2001; McGraw, 
2003). First impressions are found to predict electoral success with the ‘attractiveness 
halo effect’ concept being important: we tend to see attractive individuals as possessing 
other positive attributes, such as being more competent or socially adept (Franklin & 
Zebrovitz, 2016). The finding that companies with good-looking directors are more 
successful (Bosman & Pfann, 1997) invites us to examine further the differences between 
the political world and the business environment. Since images on Instagram are a 
powerful tool for creating a favourable image, and this is supposed to colour the 
perception of the individual as a whole, the halo effect, we expect that:  

 
H3. Perceived physical attractiveness is the highest predicting factor for online liking.  
 

5.2.5 Online engagement and voting behaviour 

To conclude this theory section, we address the correlation between online and 
offline engagement. Segaard (2017) argued that social media can reach out to segments 
of the population that are harder to reach for traditional media. In particular, younger 
voters, women and less educated people have a stronger tendency to perceive social 
media as a suitable arena for political communication. However, other results suggest 
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that political interest is the main driver for online political engagement, rather than 
educational background, gender, age, or ethnicity (Franklin & Zebrovitz, 2016; Melis & 
Keating, 2017). Previous research has established that social media use does not seem to 
be a valid predictor of voters’ perception or voting behaviour (Dimitrova, & Byström, 
2013). Social media, in general, and Instagram, in particular, appears to favour ‘impulsive, 
symbolic and affective expression rather than rational or critical dialogue’ (Adi, 
Gerodimos, & Lilleker, 2018). Accordingly, it seems to be more reactive than predictive 
regarding voting results (Murthy, 2015). Jeremy Corbyn, for instance, was winning on 
social media in the 2017 UK elections, which was not the case in reality (Polonski, 2017). 
Hence, the fourth and last hypothesis is: 

 
 H4. Online engagement is not mirrored in voting intention. 
 

5.3 Methodology 

5.3.1 Data collection 

The data for this research was collected via a questionnaire in Qualtrics and was 
completed by a heterogeneous group of 905 respondents between February and March 
2020. The respondents were recruited via university classes and were asked to share the 
questionnaire with their family and friends. Each individual rated a total of four different 
pictures (Instagram posts) of four different, unknown politicians that were randomly 
attributed. The pictures that were presented to each respondent were balanced for 
gender, formality, age, and ethnic background. Each respondent was asked to answer 
seven questions on a five-point Likert scale designed to analyse the perceived likeability 
and political suitability. 

Eight socio-demographic variables on the respondents were collected: gender, 
age, political orientation, continent of origin, school level, whether they voted in the last 
election, have an Instagram account, and lastly, the social media frequency. The sample 
was representative of the Instagram audience with respect to gender and age (see 5.2.1 
for Instagram population statistics): just over half the respondents (54%) were female. In 
addition, the majority of the respondents (86%) were aged between 18 and 35. Most of 
the respondents were European (84%), and a minority belonged to the remaining 
continents: African and Asian respondents comprised 4%, closely followed by Canada 
(3%) and the United States (2%). As expected within this age category, 76% of the 
respondents have an active Instagram account. They can be described as ‘heavy users’: 
61% use the platform on a daily basis and 32% check the app every hour. Regarding 
political orientation, there is only 1% who belong to the extreme right. Extreme left is 
represented by 4%. Yet, the majority belong to the centre (41%), left (36%), and right 
(19%). 84% of the respondents are politically active and voted in the last election. 
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5.3.2 Sample: Instagram posts from low-profile candidates 

The sample of 18 Instagram photos (see List of visuals) was selected manually for 
nine politicians, balanced for gender, age category, and ethnic origin. Criteria for selecting 
candidates’ Instagram posts were as follows: first, a picture of a low-profile politician with 
nothing or nobody else with them on the picture; second, the politician fits the politically 
suitable physical appearance as described by De Landtsheer (1999, 2000, 2004) and third, 
they have an active Instagram profile. Primary inclusion criterion was the low-profile 
criterion because impressions can be ambiguous, and perceptions tend to be consistent in 
evaluation (McGraw, 2003): people with positive pre-existing views will evaluate very 
differently and give rather positive scores to the same behaviour compared to people 
with a negative disposition. In addition, this research is interested in the perceived 
political suitability linked to the physical appearance of the politician on the post, 
regardless of their issue positions or partisanship. By choosing politicians who are 
unknown to the greater public, it was ensured that the respondent had no pre-existing 
views of the individual. Therefore, nine politicians were selected from the European 
Parliament website. It has been argued in a recent report by the Committee of the 
Regions (2018) that there is still a gap between citizens and European politicians and that 
the European Parliament is considered to be too distant from their electorate. So, this 
strengthens the assumption that the chosen members were not known or little known 
amongst the respondents. The second eligibility criterion required a physical appearance 
matching the politically suitable image as described by De Landtsheer (1999, 2000, 2004) 
which prescribes physical appearance traits such as a short haircut and a dark hair colour. 
The last inclusion criterion was the post itself: it should only depict the politician to 
exclude any interference of other persons, animals, or attributes because previous 
research has demonstrated the positive impact of children or animals on online 
engagement (De Munter, De Vries, & Pinxteren, 2019).  

The design of the questionnaire was based on the questionnaire by De Landtsheer 
(1999, 2000) but updated to a social media context. In our questionnaire, respondents 
were presented with four randomly attributed pictures — never for the same candidate 
— balanced for gender, age category, ethnic origin, and self-representation style (two 
formal pictures and two informal pictures). The formal presentation style on a picture was 
visualized by a business context or professional tools, such as a microphone or laptop and 
a formal dressing style such as a suit, a tie, or a formal shirt. An informal or privatized post 
was a picture in a homely setting or reflected by a casual dressing style and suggested by 
informal items such as sunglasses. Figure 1 shows an example from the survey: two 
Instagram posts depicting a low-profile politician, with both a formal and informal 
presentation. The complete sample of visuals can be consulted in the ‘list of visuals’.  
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Fig 1. Example of a professional or formal self-representation style (left) and informal self-
presentation style (right). Published on the Instagram account of @Simona_bonafe on 19 July 2019 
and 12 January 2020 © 

 
Based on the physical appearance of the politicians in the picture, each respondent was 
asked to answer seven questions on a five-point Likert scale was used. The first five 
questions elicited information on the five dimensions of perceived personality referring to 
intelligence, trustworthiness, physical attractiveness, sympathy, and leadership (De 
Landtsheer, 2004). Additionally, two questions were used to measure voter engagement: 
offline: voting intention (‘Is this candidate suitable to represent you?’) and online 
engagement (Would you like this picture on Instagram?). This last question was added to 
the original questionnaire by De Landtsheer (2004) because of the social media context.  
 

5.3.3 Analysis 

The aim of the present chapter is to find out which characteristics of the politician 
in the Instagram post have an effect on the voter’s score. The experimental unit of the 
experiment is the individual picture score. In the data document, each respondent will 
have four lines (one for each picture) times seven (for the seven questions). The scores 
given by the same person are not independent and the scores from the same picture are 
not independent. Hence, both individual ID and photo ID should be included as random 
effects.  

The pictures have been scored on a five-point Likert scale, which is unsuitable for 
analysis as a continuous variable. Therefore, the following two analyses were carried out: 

1. Add up the five questions about the image and treat the sum (image) as a 
continuous variable. This serves as the outcome for a linear mixed model. 

2. Recode the Likert scales into a dichotomous variable (binary outcome): 

 

• 1-2 = no 

• 3 = missing 

• 4-5 = yes 
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Use this binary outcome value as dependent variable in a logistic mixed model (also 
known as a generalized linear mixed model). All statistical analyses were carried out in R 
using linear mixed models.  
 

5.4 Results 

Using the mixed models discussed in the methods, we tested the association 
between the outcome (sumImage or binary outcomes), on the one hand, and the photo 
characteristic (PH) — formality — and the eight individual characteristics from the 
respondent on the other hand (gender, age, continent, school level, political orientation, 
vote, Instagram account, social media frequency). In addition to the main effects, we 
tested all two-way interactions between the PH variable (formality) and individual 
characteristics.  

• pInt: Interaction between the photo variable (PH) and the respondent. The null 
hypothesis is that the effect of photo characteristics and respondent 
characteristics are independent. In other words, if this p-value is significant 
(pInt<0.05), it means that the effect of the photo variable is modified by the 
respondent variable: they influence each other.  

• P_photo and p_resp: These are p-values of the main effect for photo characteristic 
and respondent characteristic respectively. They are only calculated if pInt is not 
significant.  
 

5.4.1 Impact of Formality on Impression Score and Voter Engagement 

The first research question aimed to compare the impact of two self-presentation styles 
of politicians on Instagram — namely a formal versus a privatized informal style — not 
only on the perceived image of the politician but especially on voter engagement, both 
online (liking intention) and offline (voting intention). The results of the analysis are 
shown in Tables 1, 2, and 3 below.  

Table 1. Impact of Formality on Online Engagement 

Photo Variable Respondent 

Variable 

P Interaction P_Photo P_Respondent 

Formal Gender 0.946 1.22 E-10 0.02 

Formal Age 0.004 NA NA 
Formal Continent 0.388 2.90 E-10 3.15E-05 

Formal School level 0.599 2.42 E-10 0.147 
Formal Pol. 

Orientation 
0.309 1.90 E-10 0.993 

Formal Vote 0.877 2.27 E-10 0.004 
Formal SM Frequency 0.798 2.17 E-10 0.025 
Formal IG Account 0.663 1.82 E-10 0.000 
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Table 1 illustrates the significant difference between liking intention and PH 
formality, specified for each voter category. What stands out is that there is a significant 
main effect of PH (formality) across all the respondents’ categories. In other words, a 
professional style receives a higher score on liking intention on Instagram compared to an 
informal style — regardless of the respondent’s gender, continent, education level, 
political orientation, voting history, social media frequency, or presence on Instagram. 
However, there is interaction for the age category (pInt = 0.004) which suggests that the 
impact differs across the different age groups. The difference in size effect amongst these 
groups is specified in Table 2.  
 

Table 2. Impact of Formality on Online Engagement. Specified per Age Category 

Respondent 
variable 

OR 95CIlowlim 95 CIuplim P value 

18–35 
35–45 

45–55 
55–65 
65 +  

0.40 
0.50 

0.19 
4.98 
0.00 

2.96e-01 
8.87e-02 

3.87e-02 
6.86e-01 
1.20e-14 

5.40e-01 
2.90E + 00 

9.19e-01 
3.62e + 01 
2.73E + 06 

4.12e-10 
4.25e-01 

1.81e-02 
7.26e-02 
3.44e-01 

 
The impact of formality is significant in the youngest and middle age categories of 18–35  
and 45–55, suggesting they prefer a formal over a private post. Yet, for the other age 
groups, this effect disappears.  

 
Table 3 shows similar results for formality on voting intention: there is a significant 

main effect of PH (formality) across all categories, except for one i.e., ‘Vote’. These results 
indicate that politicians with a formal self-presentation style are perceived to be more 
politically suitable and receive a higher score on voting intention, regardless of the 
respondent’s gender, age, education level, political orientation, or social media profile.  

 

Table 3 Impact of Photo Variable Formality on Voting Intention  

Photo Variable Respondent 
Variable 

P Interaction P_Photo P_Respondent 

Formal Gender 0.332 1.40E-07 0.015 
Formal Age 0.723 1.45E-07 0.801 

Formal Continent 0.587 1.45E-07 0.051 

Formal School level 0.199 1.35E-07 0.873 
Formal Pol. 

Orientation 0.126 1.35E-07 0.704 
Formal Vote 0.028 NA NA 
Formal SM Frequency 0.139 1.29E-07 0.181 
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Formal IG Account 0.920 1.44E-07 0.290 

Nonetheless, a closer inspection of Table 3 reveals there is interaction with the variable 
‘Vote’, measuring whether the respondent voted in the last election.  

 

Table 4 Size Effects for the Impact of Formality on Voting Intention, Whether Respondents 

Voted in the Last Election is Specified.  

Respondent 
variable 

OR 95CIlowlim 95 CIuplim P value 

NO  
YES 

6.07 
1.72 
 

2.41 
1.32 
 

15.32 
2.25 
 

1.98e-05 
7.39e-05 
 

It is apparent from Table 4 that the impact of the formality on voting intention is 
significantly lower on respondents who voted in the last election (OR = 1.72) compared to 
those who did not vote (OR = 6.07).  

Lastly, we wanted to understand the impact of formality of Instagram posts on the 
perceived image of the candidate. These results can be found in Table 5. What stands out 
in this table is the significant values across all voter categories for the dimensions of 
intelligence, leadership, and sympathy. This significant impact disappears for the 
dimension of perceived trustworthiness and physical attractiveness. This suggests that a 
candidate receives a significantly higher score from all voters on intelligence, leadership, 
and sympathy with formal presentation styles.  

 

Table 5 Impact of Photo Variable (formality) on Perceived Intelligence, Leadership, and 

Sympathy 

Photo 
Variable 

Respondent 
Variable 

P_Photo 
Intelligence 

P_Photo 
Leadership 

P_Photo Sympathy 

Formal Gender 3.11E-22 5.80E-30 2,65E-13 
Formal Age 8.36E-22 4.47E-30 2,61E-13 
Formal Continent 2.71E-22 1.47E-30 2,07E-13 
Formal School level 1.84E-21 1.75E-30 2,62E-13 
Formal Pol. Orientation 8.41E-22 2.61E-30 3.12E-13 
Formal Vote 1.51E-21 9.83E-31 2.69E-13 
Formal SM Frequency 3.11E-22 4.90E-30 1.61E-13 
Formal IG Account 8.36E-22 2.52E-30 2.16E-13 

 
In summary, the results from these tables show that the first hypothesis is 

confirmed on all three dimensions of voter engagement: politicians with a formal, 
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business-like self-presentation style will receive a significantly higher liking and voting 
intention and receive a higher impression management score for intelligence, leadership, 
and sympathy. 
 

5.4.2 Predicting Traits for Voter Engagement  

The second set of hypotheses presupposed which traits from the pictures have the 
highest prediction power on voter engagement: from the five different dimensions of the 
IMS (intelligence, leadership, physical attractiveness, sympathy, and trustworthiness) 
leadership and intelligence are supposed to have the most impact on voting intention, 
whereas physical appearance should have the highest predictive power for online liking 
(HALO effect). 

 

Figure 2. The agreement between voting intention (represent) and liking intention (‘likeonIG’) and the 
agreement between the five different dimensions and voting and liking intention.  

Figure 2 visualizes the agreement between the ordinal variables ‘voting intention’ 
and ‘liking intention’, on the one hand, and the five traits, on the other hand, all being 
Likert scales, expressed using a weighted kappa coefficient. Kappa = 0 means the 
agreement between the variables is not more than between two independent variables. 
Kappa = 1 means perfect agreement. Red dots show the kappa of liking intention 
(‘likeOnIG’) with the questions in the X-axis; blue dots represent the kappa of ‘voting 
intention’ (‘represent’) with the questions in the X-axis. The strongest agreement with 
voting intention is found for the dimensions of intelligence, leadership, and 
trustworthiness while there is much less agreement on sympathy and physical 
attractiveness. Therefore, the second hypothesis is confirmed. Physical attractiveness has 
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the highest agreement with online engagement (‘likeOnIG’) but still not very high (Kappa 
around 0.25). Therefore, we cannot speak of a high HALO effect, but the third hypothesis 
is confirmed.  

The last hypothesis is set to answer the last research question: whether online 
behaviour is correlated with offline behaviour. This is visualized by the lonely blue dot in 
Figure 2: the 3rd X-variable ‘like on IG’: The agreement is not very high either, with kappa 
around 0.25. suggesting that online behaviour cannot predict voting behaviour. Thus, the 
fourth hypothesis was also confirmed.  

 

5.5 Discussion 

It is undeniable that social media is a game-changer in various aspects of society, 
including political communication. Social media seem to have triggered a changing, less 
formal communication style in politicians. However, it appears that social media did not 
change the standards by which voters cast their electoral vote. The results clearly 
revealed voters prefer a formal, business-like presentation, similar to before social media 
was introduced. Leaders with a conservative, formal style are perceived to be more 
intelligent and ‘fit for the job’ and receive increased online support. These results suggest 
the existence of a ubiquitous stereotyped image of a politician in the voters’ minds. And 
this stereotype comes with a traditional, formal self-presentation style. So, it seems that 
voters are not tapping into the young, informal, and casual communication style that an 
increasing number of politicians appear to have adopted. These conclusions were 
significant across all respondent categories, including the continent they were from, 
though the majority of the respondents were European (84%), 4% of the respondents 
were African and Asian, 3% Canadian (3%), and 2% American. Hence, this stereotyped 
image of a political leader appears to be quite universal. Interestingly, the impact of 
formality on voting intention is significantly lower for respondents who voted in the last 
election (OR = 1.72) compared to those who did not vote (OR = 6,07). A possible 
explanation would be that those who are interested in politics (suggested by the fact they 
voted in the last election) are more educated and consequently less subject to 
manipulation.  

 One unanticipated finding is that the age categories of 18–35 and 45–55 years old 
prefer a formal over a private post but this effect disappeared for the other categories. 
The reason for this is not clear but it is possible that voter standards vary across these age 
categories.  

Interestingly, there is hardly any correlation between online likes and offline 
voting behaviour. This observed absence of correlation may be explained by the fact that 
online followers are already voting for the candidate. So, online support does not 
necessarily result in a voter bonus. Consequently, it can be assumed that impression 
management techniques can contribute to constructing and reinforcing a favourable 
image though online likes are no guarantee of electoral success. Therefore, social media is 
an ideal storytelling tool to craft a desired image but must be integrated within a wider 
campaign strategy.  
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5.6 Conclusion 

This study was set out to investigate the impact of political impression 
management techniques on voter engagement on Instagram. In this investigation, the 
aim was to assess whether Instagram contributed to a shifting perception of political 
suitability. Although the literature has highlighted that a formal appearance taps into a 
higher perceived political suitability (De Landtsheer, 1999, 2000, 2004; De Vries, 2007), a 
number of studies observed political communication to be characterized by an increasing 
privatized informal self-presentation style on Instagram (Hinsliff, 2019; Jung et al., 2017; 
Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019; Russmann, Svenssonn, & Larsson, 2019). Based on 
previous studies and guided by the impression management score of De Landtsheer 
(2004), it was expected that politicians with a formal appearance would receive a higher 
score for both liking intention and voting intention.  

The most interesting conclusion from this study is that, despite the ongoing 
privatization observed online, this study has identified the formal self-presentation style 
as the most successful storytelling strategy for a politician. There was no support found 
for the hypothesis that there would be a shift in perceived of political suitability towards 
an informal casual style. A business-like, formal presentation style still receives the 
highest voter engagement — both online and offline. So, the first hypothesis was 
confirmed: a higher score was given to formal pictures, from all voters, regardless of their 
socio-economic background or social media use. The results of this chapter also showed 
that perceived intelligence and leadership emerged as the highest predictors of voting 
intention, similar to the television and print era. This confirmed the second hypothesis. 
Next, we predicted we would find a HALO effect and that candidates who are perceived 
to be physically attractive would receive a higher liking intention. Interestingly, out of all 
traits, physical appearance has the highest agreement with online liking, but the relation 
is not strong enough to speak of a HALO effect. Furthermore, the fourth hypothesis was 
also confirmed by these results. Lastly, we presupposed that online support is not 
mirrored offline. So, the last hypothesis was also confirmed by this study.  

A limitation of this study is that respondents were not specifically asked if they 
were familiar with the politician depicted in the picture. It has been argued by a recent 
report by the Committee of the Regions (2018) that there is still a gap between citizens 
and European politicians and that the European Parliament is considered to be too 
distant from their electorate. So, this strengthens the assumption that the chosen 
members were not known or little known amongst the respondents. 

Since the study was limited to a sample of low-profile politicians on Instagram, it is 
also not possible to extrapolate these conclusions for high-profile candidates or to 
different platforms other than Instagram. For high-profile candidates, it may prove to be 
beneficial to show their human side on social networks and create this feeling of 
closeness with their followers, for instance, by sharing private pictures of family 
moments.  
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Despite the relatively limited sample, this work offers valuable insights into 
effective self-presentation strategies for low-profile politicians. But several questions 
remain to be answered: whether these results vary across different platforms and 
whether they are subject to cross-cultural differences. In addition, it must be noted that 
in the real world, candidates will not only be judged on their physical appearance. Within 
an election context, issue positions and partisanship are vital in shaping the public’s 
opinion. However, candidate image and trait attributions can have strong implications, 
especially in low-information elections (De Landtsheer, 2004; McGraw, 2003; Warner & 
Banwart, 2016).  

Considerably more work should be done to assess the power of visuals on social 
media. The democratic power of social media is entirely dependent on the reach of a 
post. However, due to the Instagram algorithm, a post will only reach a selection of 
followers because of the ‘echo-chamber’ effect where favoured narratives will be 
promoted and dissident information will be ignored based on the user’s likes 
(Quatrociocchi, Scala, & Sunstein, 2016). Although this is not the central topic of this 
study, it draws attention to the importance of understanding political impression 
management techniques from both the producer and the receiver’s side.   
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List of Visuals  

 
Fig. 1. Formal and informal Instagram posts, white female candidate 20-40 years old 

 

 
Fig 2. Formal and informal Instagram posts, Black female candidate, 40-60 years old 

 

 

Fig. 3. Formal and informal Instagram posts, white female candidate  + 60 
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Fig. 4. Formal and informal Instagram posts, white female candidate 40-60 years old.  

 

 
Fig. 5. Formal and informal Instagram posts, Asian male candidate, 40-60 years old 

 

 
Fig. 6. Formal and informal Instagram posts, black male candidate. 40-60 years old.  
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Fig 7. Formal and informal Instagram posts, white male candidate 60 +  

 

Fig 8. Formal and informal Instagram posts, white male candidate 40-60 

 

Fig 9. Formal and informal Instagram posts, white male candidate 20-40 
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Example Questionnaire 

 

What is your sex? 
• Male 
• Female 

 

What is your age category? 
• 18–35 
• 35–45 
• 45–55 
• 55–65 
• 65 +  

 

What continent are you from? 
• Europe 
• United States 
• Canada 
• Asia 
• Africa 
• South America 
• Other 

 

What is the highest level of school that you have completed? 
• Less than high school 
• High school graduate 
• Bachelor’s degree 
• Master’s degree 
• Doctorate 

 

What is your political orientation?  
• Extreme left 
• Left 
• Centre 
• Right 
• Extreme right 

 

Did you vote in the last election? 
• Yes 
• No 

 

How often do you use social media? 
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• Never 
• Monthly 
• Weekly 
• Daily 
• Hourly 

 

Do you have an active account on Instagram? 
• Yes 
• No 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

Now that no one buys our votes, the public has long since cast off its 
cares; the people that once bestowed commands, consulships, legions 

and all else, now meddles no more and longs eagerly for just two things- 
Bread and Games!  

Juvenal, 1st century B.C.  

 
This PhD aimed to establish the type of online self-presentation style that garners 

the most voter support on Instagram: a formal photo or an informal photo. Since voting 
behaviour increasingly depends on the impressions or cues the voter receives from the 
politician, it is paramount information for the candidate to understand which style 
resonates best with the electorate.  Previous research has shown that in the television era 
a formal, conservative presentation contributed to the notion of political suitability (De 
Landtsheer, 1999, 2004; De Vries, 2007). However, several studies noted that political 
communication is characterized by an increasingly privatized informal self-presentation 
style on Instagram (Hinsliff, 2019; Jung et al., 2017; Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019; 
Russmann, Svensson, & Larsson, 2019). The present research has observed the same 
phenomenon in Belgium: most candidates’ online pictures online are casual and informal 
at the expense of business -like, formal pictures (see 4.6).  Politicians have always been 
concerned about managing their image. Yet, unlike traditional media, social networking 
sites — such as Instagram — provide politicians for the first time with the creation and 
distribution process of these pictures. The power of these pictures cannot be 
underestimated: pictures are a logical means of political communication in the 
construction of the candidate’s desired image. They have the potential to appeal to a 
large audience as they are easy to understand and surpass language barriers. It also offers 
politicians the possibility to construct a favourable image and share a glimpse into their 
private lives with potential voters to come across as more ‘human’ (Liebhart & Bernhardt, 
2017).  Yet, little is known how people respond and engage with these pictures. With the 
2024 elections in Belgium ahead, this is paramount information to political 
communication experts and of course, the candidates themselves. So, this research 
provides valuable insights on effective digital self-presentation strategies in a politician’s 
visual rhetoric.  
 
But why are politicians increasingly highlighting their private lives? A possible explanation 
could be that politicians are convinced that these kinds of images might appear less 
manipulated and more authentic. Thus, they come across as more likeable and friendly, 
so the audience might become less resistant to their message. Another explanation could 
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be that it is a distraction manoeuvre from the candidate. Walgrave (in: De Ceulaer, 2023) 
argues that it might be a strategic choice to discuss private matters over the candidate’s 
policy so move away from their policy - even when it is bad publicity. If private matters 
are being discussed, no evaluations are being on the candidate’s accomplishments as a 
politician. The next section discusses the main findings of this thesis which aimed to 
answer the main research question:  what self-presentation style resonates best amongst 
the voter in the social media age? 

  
 

6.1 Contributions of this doctoral study to 
understanding online candidates’ impression 
management 

6.1.1 Key findings across the chapters 

 A formal image resonates best with voters 
The most interesting conclusion from this doctoral study is that, despite the 

ongoing privatization observed online, this research has identified the formal self-
presentation style as the most successful storytelling strategy for a politician. There was 
no support found for the hypothesis that there would be a shift in perceived political 
suitability towards an informal casual style. A business-like, formal presentation style still 
receives the highest voter engagement — both online (likes and comments, see chapter 
4) and offline (voting intention, see chapter 5). Examples of such a formal picture is a 
photo of the politician while working at a desk or office, or a picture of the candidate 
when giving a presentation. 

 

  Perceived intelligence and leadership are more important than sympathy 
or looks  

Results in chapter 5 showed that perceived intelligence and leadership emerged 
as the highest predictors of voting intention, like the television and print era. As with 
mass media, sympathy and physical attractiveness emerged as the factors that are least 
linked to perceived political suitability. So, perceived political suitability is strongly 
associated with a formal dress code and context which adds to the notion of  perceived 
intelligence and leadership (chapter 5).  

 

 The ideal Instagram post for a politician. 
The results have shown that political suitability is tied to a formal self-presentation 

style: so, a conservative dress code and a formal context are bound to increase voter 
engagement online and increase voting intention. A formal picture such as an office, or a 
picture when giving a presentation. Interestingly, this is the case for any type of politician: 
high-profile world leaders or low-profile politicians.  a politician with a formal f in the 
company of other people, tag other people, and add a description underneath the photo. 
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Lastly, results also showed that the presence of children or animals is highly effective for 
online engagement with photos.  
 

 Meta-finding: the rapid evolution of the social media platforms 
The slight outdatedness of chapter 2 on Twitter-use by Belgian politicians in 2014 

illustrates the fast pace at which social media platforms evolve could be considered as a 
limitation of this research. Admittingly, the online campaigning techniques have 
increasingly become professionalized over the course of this research. Moreover, social 
media platforms evolve constantly and at the time of writing, Twitter has  changed its 
name to ‘X’. The upside of this limitation is that this chapter can serve as a comparison 
point, to understand how social media have matured over time as a  political 
communication tool.  
 

6.1.2 Introduction of a multi-disciplinary data collection method to 
social sciences 

The second major contribution of this thesis was the description of a new, 
multidisciplinary method, suitable for data collection from social media platforms, called 
YOLO. This study has been one of the first attempts to develop such a useful data 
collection method for the visual analysis of Instagram posts. Prior to this study, it was 
difficult to find a method that manages to deal with the challenges imposed by social 
media platforms. Indeed, the vastness of the data and the restrictions of the platforms for 
scraping large amounts of data have left many research questions unanswered. However, 
YOLO was proven to be a successful and trustworthy data collection method for any 
academic in search of collecting visual features in a fast and systematic way. 
 

6.2 Implications of this doctoral thesis 

Understanding which image resonates best with voters is paramount since voters 
increasingly depend on their impressions to make voting decisions at the expense of 
content. The effect of the evaluations of leaders’ personalities counts as much as 10%  on 
the election outcome (in Diedkova, De Landtsheer, & De Vries, 2019). Hence, the 
described findings in this thesis can influence both the production and distribution of 
digital content and have significant implications for understanding strategic online 
storytelling strategies.  

 

6.2.1 The medium is not the message 

The conclusions from this research concur with a body of research on impression 
management in The Netherlands and Belgium published almost two decades ago by De 
Landtsheer (1999, 2000, 2004) — and later by De Vries (2007). Overall, this thesis 
strengthens the idea that social media is merely a medium of political messaging as it 
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does not affect the image of political suitability in the voters’ minds. Moreover, it appears 
that the superficiality of Instagram has not changed the parameters for voters’ evaluation 
since perceived intelligence and leadership are still the factors that predict voting 
intention. Yet, in the evaluation of images on social media, one factor that has gained 
importance since social media began is perceived ‘authenticity’. As explained in the first 
chapter, the impact of the picture is bound to the perceived level of authenticity 
regarding the picture. So, in addition to the existing five questions of perceived 
personality — referring to intelligence, trustworthiness, physical attractiveness, 
sympathy, and leadership (De Landtsheer, 2004), it would be my recommendation to 
include the perceived ‘authenticity’ of social media photos when measuring voter 
evaluations. 

 

6.2.2 Stereotypical image of a politician 

Since informality seems to negatively affect voter support and online engagement 
and decrease the perceived level of intelligence and competence, it is suggested that 
politics is a unique cultural sphere adhering to its own rules and logic. So, strategies of 
effective digital storytelling from commercial brands should not be copied one-on-one for 
political communication. Moreover, the stereotypical image of a politician who is 
expected to behave in an appropriate way and dress conservatively appears to be firmly 
rooted in the voter’s mind. In addition, this research has raised many questions in need of 
further investigation: more research is needed about authority, authenticity, and 
leadership. Due to a different socio-cultural meaning linked to these concepts, these 
conclusions might be challenged when performing a cross-country comparison.  

 

6.2.3 Misunderstanding voter’s wants and needs 

The recommendation of this thesis to post a formal image on Instagram is quite a 
counterintuitive one, as informality seems to be playing a growing role in the online 
branding strategies of politicians around the world. Adhering to the informal nature of 
Instagram, an informal online narrative is increasingly forming a part of a candidate’s 
visual rhetoric. So, politicians often appear to be in a constant tug-of-war. On the one 
hand, they display their ordinary side; on the other hand, they try to appear extraordinary 
in their official role. The observation of a growing informality in visual imagery suggests 
that politicians might misunderstand voters’ wants and needs. This might come with a 
cost at the ballot box since marketing the right image to floating voters might be decisive 
(Lilleker, 2019), especially in the last days before the elections. .  

In the media, the focus has shifted from the function as a politician to the 
individual behind it - from ideology to the individual (Walgrave in De Ceulaer, 2023)  And 
Instagram is used as one of the many communication tools to create such a light, 
entertaining image- away from the political subjects. But the results in this research 
suggest that the electorate is amused with this image and still prefers the stereotyped 
image of a politician.  

 



 150 

 

6.3 Limitations and possible future avenues for 
research 

6.3.1 Generalizability of conclusions to other platforms and other 
countries 

The present study has a couple of limitations. First, for the generalizability of 
results, the research focused on a single country dataset (Belgian leaders) that was 
compared with a list of high-profile world leaders. This enabled the results to be 
generalized on a global scale. However, a possible avenue for future research would be to 
compare low-profile and high-profile leaders from the same country. Moreover, if the 
debate is to move forward, a better understanding of cross-cultural differences needs to 
be developed.  
 

6.3.2 More case studies 

A second limitation is that this research focused primarily on discovering and 
describing general patterns at the expense of in-depth case studies of specific politicians. 
Therefore, considerably more work needs to be done on analysing why informality seems 
to be fruitful for some (populist) leaders by including case studies. Some examples were 
given to illustrate the theoretical insights, such as the case of Justin Trudeau who seems 
to be communicating very successfully across Instagram in both a formal and informal 
way, which has been well-documented (Lalancette and Raynauld, 2019, 2023). 
Furthermore, the visual rhetoric of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, when 
communicating about the Russian war, or populist leaders, like Beppe Grillo from the 
Italian Movimento 5 Stelle, call for a closer analysis. A natural progression of this work, 
therefore, would be analysing the strategic use of visual rhetoric devices, such as the use 
of visual metaphors and symbols on social media not only by far-right politicians but also 
by mainstream candidates.  

 

6.3.3 Knowledge of computer programming necessary for data 
methodology 

 Lastly, a limitation of this thesis is that prior knowledge of programming is 
required when choosing the proposed data collection method. A workaround for this 
limitation is to carry out the data collection in cooperation with a computer scientist, as 
proposed in this thesis. However, a major advantage of the proposed method is that, 
once set up, it can be easily repeated on different datasets. So, a natural progression of 
this work would be to compare the level of formality across platforms like TikTok, which is 
becoming more important for political communication.  
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6.3.4 Keeping pace with technology 

 This thesis started with a pilot study about Twitter. In the process of doing this 
research, it became clear that online political communication was becoming increasingly 
visual and other platforms were becoming more popular, hence the shift to Instagram. 
The ongoing explosive changes and technological shifts highlight the topicality of this 
study. This is a shortcoming because when the platforms evolve so does the audience. 
Hence, continued research on the audience’s preferences is recommended.  
 

6.4 Final thoughts  

6.4.1 IM and ethics 

In the process of persuasion and impression management, one might question the 
ethical side of IM. The previous recommendations mainly serve the creators of online 
content and provide insights into effective visual branding. Yet, one might expect the 
public to at least be aware of a certain level of digital manipulation since the majority of 
the population is active on social media and therefore, to some extent, is used to digital 
manipulation tools. Yet, admittedly, it is not recommended to use social media as a 
primary news source. Consulting various channels including traditional news media such 
as (online) newspapers acts as an antidote to the echo chambers on social media and is 
paramount to receive the full picture of a candidate.  

 

6.4.2 Instagram politics for populists 

 It was argued by the politicologist Cas Mudde (2019) that for more than two 
decades the major parties of the centre left across Europe have been losing ground in 
favour of right-wing populism. There are many examples of this phenomenon: the 
Socialist Party (SP) in France, Parti Socialiste (PS) and Vooruit in Belgium, the Democratic 
Party (PD) in Italy, and the Social Democratic Party (SPD) in Germany. Right-wing parties 
have ‘stolen the old working-class vote with a nativist, even authoritarian, message’ 
(Mudde, 2019). So, to win back the working-class vote, politicians such as Connor 
Rousseau, party leader of centre-left Belgian party Vooruit, cultivate an almost 
‘intolerable lightness of the political existence as a form of branding’ (Gandoul, 2022). 
Unlike his predecessor, John Crombez, who was known for his comprehensive academic 
knowledge, Connor Rousseau deliberately communicates about virtually anything on 
Instagram, targeting a specific generation without any consideration on how this might 
harm the party’s image in the long term (Gandoul, 2022). So, he does not shy the 
superficialness of the medium; on the contrary, he embraces it as a form of personal 
branding.  
 
 Moreover, a dramatic shift of centre-left has been observed towards an increasing 
populist rhetoric (Mudde, 2019). The survival of the social democrats is much more 
contingent on convincing the electorate of the party’s core values. As a party leader, it is 
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one’s responsibility to convince society of their point of view, start the debate, and strive 
for a hegemonic discourse to structure social coherence. This is where the democratic 
potential of Instagram lies. 

 

6.4.3 Panem et Circenses 

To conclude this dissertation, I head back in time to 1st century B.C. Juvenal’s 
quote at the beginning of this chapter offers some perspective, demonstrating that 
attracting voters’ attention is far from a recent phenomenon. It has been a challenging 
task for centuries; the battle for voters’ attention has always been a fierce one. Our 
modern politicians’ entertaining media image is reminiscent of the infamous strategy 
‘Panem et Circences’ or ‘Bread and Circuses’, which was used by Roman politicians (at 
least in the late first and early second century CE, according to Juvenal) to win votes by 
giving citizens what they want — entertainment and food — to distract them from what 
was happening in the government and the economy. Yet, the difference between the 
modern world and the Romans is that the gladiators in the arena have now been replaced 
by the politicians themselves.  
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