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POLITICAL INFLUENCERS? 

HOW THE USAGE OF INSTAGRAM WITHIN POLITICAL CAMPAIGNS 

COULD AFFECT DECISION-MAKING AND ALTER THE OUTCOME OF 

ELECTIONS 

Von Bendix Hügelmann 
POLITICAL INFLUENCERS?: HOW THE USAGE OF INSTAGRAM WITHIN POLITICAL CAMPAIGNS COULD AFFECT 
DECISION-MAKING AND ALTER THE OUTCOME OF ELECTIONS                                                                                       (B. 
HÜGELMANN) 

Abstract 

Das vorliegende Papier liefert einen Beitrag zur Annäherung an Kausalzusammenhänge 

zwischen dem strategischen Einsatz von Social Media in politischen Kampagnen und 

dem Ergebnis von Wahlen. Ausgehend von Kahnemans Theorie des schnellen und lang-

samen Denkens wird am Beispiel von Instagram verdeutlicht, wie das kontinuierliche 

Senden visueller Botschaften die Entscheidungsfindung vor Wahlen beeinflussen kann. 

Um herauszufinden, wie Instagram innerhalb von Kampagnen zum Einsatz kommt, 

wurde hierzu das Nutzungsverhalten von zwölf Spitzenpolitikern in den letzten Wochen 

vor der Bundestagswahl 2017 erfasst und statistisch ausgewertet. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, 

wie Interaktionen auf Instagram entstehen und was Wachstum treibt. Auch wenn Kau-

salität in Ermangelung von Daten auf Individualebene nicht nachgewiesen werden kann, 

sind die vorliegenden Ergebnisse mit der theoretischen Modellierung konsistent. Sie 

zeigen, wie groß der langfristige Einfluss von Social Media auf Entscheidungsprozesse 

theoretisch sein kann. 

 

1 Introduction 

Digital communication significantly influenced the 2017 German Federal Election. 

Compared to the 2013 election, it is evident how the entire spectrum of political players 

stepped up their game in terms of social media, data-driven campaigning and regarding 

the battle for social-metrics of likes, shares, views and alikes (Voigt & Clemens, 2017; 

Kruschinski, 2017; Jungherr, 2017; Ovens, 2017; Wilke, 2017). While there is literature 

on how social media and digital communication influence political decision-making, it 

overwhelmingly has focused on Facebook and Twitter. Both social networks have been 

studied from different perspectives within different contexts for over a decade (Russ-

mann & Svennsson, 2016). Instagram, as another prominent social network, has hardly 

been researched by political science scholars. Compared to Twitter and Facebook, In-

stagram has a decisive advantage for deploying strategic political messages, namely the 

absence of external inference. This enables political actors to stay in control of their 
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message and the associated frame. In combination with the nature of Instagram as a 

platform exclusively for visual content, this confers Instagram significant persuasive 

potential. 

While marketing researchers embraced analysing Instagram early on, there are only few 

studies that focus on Instagram in a political context (Mahoney, Fehltwell, Ajuruchi & 

Lawson, 2016, p. 3342). This lack of political science contributions has a number of 

reasons, which I will briefly outline in the following paragraphs. First of all, Instagram 

is a relatively new tool within the box of political communications. Political actors have 

only started to embrace Instagram as a means of communication and marketing, alleg-

edly following the rational of strategically placing of messages and content tailored for 

specific target audiences within the electorate. Instagram allows politicians to present 

themselves beyond the pure political message to an (interested) audience and thus ena-

bles political actors to shape a marketing image in a potentially apolitical environment. 

As a second point, researchers turning to Instagram analysis face hurdles. In contrast to 

Twitter, Instagram’s application programming interface (API) has never been entirely 

public and consequently there has only been limited legal access to Instagram data. After 

the total API cut-off, which followed in the wake of the Cambridge Analytica data leek 

in April 2018, data sources are not available at all. This puts researchers in the difficult 

position of having to research Instagram on a quantitative basis without having access 

to the necessary data. A third and more profound reason for the lack of political science 

contributions in the field of Instagram analysis can be seen in the difficulty of theoretic 

embedment. Especially when striving to identify causal mechanisms in the context of 

electoral competition, voter turnout, and campaign efficiency, the research basis is small 

and hardly exceeds beyond descriptive Instagram usage studies.  

In order to contribute to Instagram related research in political science, I will analyse 

three aspects that are of central importance in order to research the effect of Instagram 

on information-processing and how this could affect elections. Firstly, I will deploy a 

theoretic approach for analysing how the exponential growth in media-consumption has 

altered the way political messages are conceived and how Instagram consequently af-

fects in which way voters perceive candidates and politics. Secondly, I will present a 

method for harvesting Instagram data without API access. Thirdly, I will test hypotheses 

following a heuristic approach for analysing hypothetical effects induced by Instagram. 

Given the lack of data on the individual voter level, the measured interactions on Insta-

gram pose as an intermediary. The empirical analysis presented is limited to a heuristic 

justification in favour of a causal relationship. 
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I will argue that under the influence of mediazation the individual share of emotional, 

subjective and affective decisions rises. This is due to a possible overextension of asso-

ciated cognitive systems by the amount of available information. This argument builds 

on Kahneman’s (2011) concept of fast and slow thinking. By combining a theoretic 

foundation for explaining the effect of Instagram on the formation of political opinion 

and a statistical analysis of corresponding data, I will answer the following research 

question: How does Instagram affect users’ perception of candidates and politics and 

how does this happen? 

2 Theory 

In recent years, the number of media stimuli has grown exponentially. Social media is 

not only increasing the total number of messages and exposing recipients to a prece-

dented amount of information, but it bundles additional cognitive capabilities through 

the algorithmic presentation of contents selected in accordance to individual user pref-

erences. Robertson (2018) argues that social media and the internet could „nudge ag-
gregate affective attachments of voters between competing candidates in ways and with 
effects one would not have expected or predicted without taking closer account of their 
effect acting on the emotional foundations of voter judgements“ (Robertson, 2018, p. 

92). Put differently: One could argue that social media triggers emotionality and thereby 

undermines the share of rational decision-making within the decision-making process 

prior to voting. And indeed, as Kahneman (2011) argues, there is reason to assume that 

the medial overextension of the electorate could affect information processing and po-

litical decision-making through the bias of intuition. At the root of Kahneman’s concept 

lies the psychological model of fast and slow thinking, which describes a duality in hu-

man cognition. The systematic that lies behind fast and slow thinking can be understood 

as a „metaphor of two agents, called System 1 (S1) and System 2 (S2) which respec-

tively produce […] thought as if they were traits and dispositions of two characters in 

your mind“ (Kahneman, 2011, p. 13). S1 operates intuitively/automatically and quickly, 

with little or no effort and no sense of voluntary control. S2 allocates attention to the 

effortful mental activities that demand it, including complex computations and deliber-

ate thinking. The associative memory of S1 constantly constructs a „coherent interpre-

tation of what is going on in our world at any instant“ (Kahneman, 2011, p. 13) and thus 

depicts an entirely subjective reference point. S1 operations are effortless and yet limited 

in terms of logical or rational choices that follow a process of weighted cognitive com-

putations. „S2 is the only one that can follow rules, compare objects on several attrib-
utes, and make deliberate choices between options. The automatic S1 does not have 
these capabilities. S1 detects simple relations […] and excels at integrating information 
about one thing, but it does not deal with multiple distinct topics at once, nor is it adept 
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at using purely statistical information“ (Kahneman, 2011, p. 36). In other words, S1 is 

constantly making decisions based on heuristics that derive from subjective associa-

tions, following a rule Kahneman calls „What-You-See-Is-All-There-Is“ (WYSIATI) 

(Kahneman, 2011, p. 85). This leads to decision-making patterns that prefer known/in-

tuitive over unknown/counterintuitive solutions to decision-making-problems. S2 holds 

a gatekeeper-function and only jumps into action, either if S1 does not come up with a 

solution or if S2 presumes an error (Braun & Benz, 2015, p. 49). 

Kahneman refers to S2 as the „lazy controller“ that predominantly monitors S1and has 

limited capacity. There is no synergy between the two systems. Yet, as Kahneman puts 

it, the distribution of tasks between S1 and S2 is highly effective as it follows a strategy 

of minimizing effort while maximizing outcomes. Consequently, the root for decision-

making lies in a subjective, associative process that searches for associations that fit the 

respective decision problem. The decision-making process following Kahneman (2011) 

is depicted in Figure 1: 

 

Figure 1: Decision-making, own figure based on Kahnemann (2011) 

Kahneman describes the process in the following way: A stimulus/input (I1) evokes a 

cognitive problem-solving process. S1 receives the input (T1) and induces an associative 

process to search for known associations that match the input. If S1 succeeds which 

according to Kahneman it does so most of the time, the solution (I1S1) is forwarded to 

S2. If S1 detects a problem that it cannot answer, it forwards the task without a solution 

(I1) to S2. S2 acts as a gatekeeper (T2). If the S1 solution complies with S2 preferences, 

a final solution (I1S1S2) is brought forward and put into action (T3). If S2 overrules the 

solution brought about by S1, it induces an iterative process of deliberate thinking to 

solve the task. The solution (I1S2) is then brought into sequence, the cognitive task trans-

lates into action. Kahneman (2011) stresses that S2 springing into action is principally 
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resource-consuming and exhausting and that it requires attention and effort, which is 

why human cognition tends to minimize S2-actions without compromising the quality 

of cognitive outcomes. Kahneman’s theory is inconsistent and contradictory when re-

ferring to the instances where S2 overrules S1 (T2). He alleges that while people tend to 

overestimate the accuracy of their intuition (Kahneman 2011), the trust we place in our 

intuitive beliefs and preferences is usually justified (Kahneman, 2011). Accordingly, 

Kahneman’s theory leaves a certain level of uncertainty with regard to the interaction 

between S1 and S2. With regard to the formation of political preferences and the corre-

sponding voting intention, the outlined process leads to a structural shift in decision-

making and the associated formation of political predisposition. There is broad consent 

that voting is never an entirely rational act (Arzheimer & Schmitt, 2005, p. 375). How-

ever, from a normative perspective, prior to voting information processing includes 

some degree of rational decision-making. Applying this procedure to Figure 1, this share 

of rational decisions consequently would be made in I1S2-decisions.  

I argue that this share of rational I1S2-decisions diminishes under the influence of exag-

gerated mediazation for two reasons. Initially, given the limited capacity of S2, the mar-

ginal costs for S2 operations increase with an increasing number of stimuli. Conse-

quently and according to the rule of minimizing efforts, the relative share of S2 actions 

decreases and the total number of affective, subjective I1S1S2 decisions increases.  

If one envisions the handling of information by S1 as a working-memory on a computer, 

the strategic placing of associations increases the probability that S1 solves the cognitive 

task without further ado by S2. In a cognitive state of exaggeration and limited attention, 

more S2 operations are constantly following the inductive impulse of S1 (Robertson, 

2018). Following this argument, it is plausible and possible, that individuals, who are 

subconsciously overexaggerated, alter their way of complex decision-making in favour 

of subjective heuristics. 

Meyerl & Faas (2017) show that this structural deficit in cognitive decision-making can 

be impacted by media outreach and political campaigns. By analysing cognitive acces-

sibility of political judgments within campaign dynamics through proxy-measures for 

cognitive information processing, they reach the conclusion that „voting intentions and 
attitude towards candidates […] become significantly more accessible during cam-
paigns […]. In sum, there is empirical evidence that short-term judgments such as vot-
ing intentions and attitudes towards candidates are – on an aggregate level – more 
temporarily accessible […].“ (Mayerl & Faas, 2017, p. 1589) They go on to indicate 

that given the increased accessibility campaign-mechanisms draw political information 

into the working memory of S1 given the increased accessibility. Consequently, stimuli 



Political Influencers 

 

26 

within campaigns that deliberately create S1 associations could lead to possible exploi-

tation i. e. the altering of choices.  

Since processing S1 stimuli requires less mental activity than S2 operations, S1 opera-

tions favour cognitive ease. Kahneman names four key preconditions for the effect of 

cognitive ease to set in: repeated experiences, clear display (of visuals), primed ideas 

and good mood. The induced cognitive ease results in feelings that are familiar, true, 

good and effortless (Kahneman, 2011). When the majority of processed information is 

rather subjective or associative, the way how decisions are made is altered. Infor-

mation/stimuli framed for cognitive ease result in fluent, yet subjective, cognitive pro-

cessing of the related input, the tendency for S2 operations decreases. 

I argue that this happens on a major scale in social media, especially in cases of fast-

paced affective thinking and cognitive ease. The specific functionality and aesthetics of 

Instagram make a perfect fit for this kind of information processing given the focus on 

visuals and the absence of negativities. With regard to the general information overload, 

limited attention and subjective thinking, a theoretic approach is needed that is capable 

of explaining how agents take decisions under corresponding externalities. 

In 1992, Kahneman and Tversky introduced Prospect Theory, a descriptive theory of 

decision-making under uncertainty based on the concept of individual heuristics. Their 

seminal work on behavioural economics, which challenges rational choice theory, com-

prises two concepts: a value function representing how people value things or aspects in 

life and a weighting function expressing in which way people interact given different 

levels of uncertainty and associated probabilities. The value function exerts gains and 

losses over positive and negative values and is skewed around the intersection of both 

axes. When we ascertain positive gains, we experience diminishing marginal value for 

additional gains depicted in a concave down-scheme. As argued by Kahneman and 

Tversky (1992), losses affect the value of individuals significantly higher, irrespective 

of the actual value of the loss. This results in a concave up-scheme of the utility-curve 

after passing the intersection to negative (Shiller, 2011). Accordingly, the utility-curve 

shows a kink at the intersection of both axes. Gains and losses are not weighed linearly. 

Put differently, the kink in the value function explains a certain pattern of cognitive 

irrationality that affects human behaviour. Imagine losing ten Euros out of your pocket. 

Compared with a life-time value of earnings, ten Euros is a negligible amount of money. 

However because people tend not to evaluate gains and losses rationally, it will bother 

you personally in an exaggerated way. Interestingly, people are more deterred by small 

losses than they are incentivised by gains of the same amount. This kink in the value 

function denotes the reference point from which the individual ascertains gains and 
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losses. It is thus an entirely subjective precondition from where decisions are being made 

(Kahneman, 2011). In order to conclude how people cope with uncertainties, Kahneman 

and Tversky add a weighting function to the mix of decision-making. The weighting 

function within the Prospect Theory revolves around the assumption that humans are 

unable to cope with the complexity of probabilities and that people, when they are con-

fronted with „actual“ probabilities, have a tendency to narrow probabilities down to 

three broad categories: no, maybe and yes, or put numerically: 0, 0.5 and 1 (Shiller, 

2011).  

For very low probabilities, people will round down to 0 and for very high probabilities 

they round up to 1. Given the vast interval between close to 0 and close to 1, people tend 

to exaggerate the probabilities that are not rounded up or down. The mix of misconceiv-

ing losses and the lacking ability of coping with actual probabilities consequently leads 

to irrational but predictive and exploitable behaviour. The reference point described by 

Prospect Theory explains why the cognitive system is susceptible to subjective, irra-

tional decision-making. If an individual affirmatively makes (political) decisions whilst 

being incapable of grasping probability distributions, there is the possibility of influenc-

ing this decision away from rationality or facts. 

Kahneman and Tversky (1992) argue that by the method of framing, individuals’ be-

haviour can easily be influenced as it gives the same prospect to people but words it in 

a way that suggests a different reference point. This predisposition is reinforced by S1-

compliant outreach through social media in general, and by the use of Instagram in par-

ticular, as Instagram focuses on visual communication that makes for fast associations 

(Shiller, 2011). In contrast to other popular social networks, Instagram is not a platform 

on which vivid political discussions, hate speech or related phenomena take place (Eck-

erl & Hahn, 2018, p. 246). Consequently, the channel owner i. e. the sender who uses 

Instagram to posts content, is in almost absolute control of the frame set by his messag-

ing. This is unique about Instagram and thus gives the platform a higher influence on 

information-processing and deriving decisions than Facebook and Twitter. Conse-

quently, if the share of input, voters perceive via Instagram rises, the approval of related 

content rises given the lack of external disturbance through re-framing. This could in-

crease partisanship as users who follow political profiles are most likely interested in 

the respective party or politician before following them on Instagram. This could affect 

the decision-making process prior to elections in favour of the profile owner: The direct 

link between the profile owner and the electorate, in absence of external influences, 

increases the number of associative reference points or cognitive landmarks. The hypo-

thetically vote-changing effect consequently does not materialize on election day, but 

builds up leading to the election day. On election day, the decisive question thus is 
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whether the electorate’s working memory on the individual level is sufficiently filled 

with associations in order to either mobilize or persuade. The more associations are 

available, the higher the probability that the outcome is driven by emotional, affective, 

irrational thinking (I1S1S2). With Instagram as an additional channel brought into the 

mix of campaign strategies, the individual reference point consequently becomes ex-

posed to persuasive techniques for affecting the formation of voting intentions.  

3 State of research 

For social sciences in general, and political science in particular, research on Instagram 

is still at a very early stage. Works by Sylvester (2012) or Glantz (2013) focus on the 

practical implementation of Instagram as parts of political campaigns. According to 

Glantz (2013), Instagram provides „politicians with a concise, direct method of sharing 

their message and enhancing their image“ (Glantz, 2013, p. 695) that would help citizens 

feel personally connected to the respective politicians. Sylvester (2012) detects a benefit 

from using Instagram through the possibility of freeriding buzzing communities and the 

potential (digital) endorsement by influential personalities or celebrities. By embracing 

Instagram, politicians could also directly address different target groups. (Liebhart & 

Bernhardt, 2017) In a study on how German political parties used Instagram during the 

2017 Federal Election, Voigt, Böttger and Güldenzopf (2017) argue that implementing 

Instagram into the overall campaign-strategy requires paying attention to aesthetic de-

tails in order to appropriately address the channel-specific audience. If done properly, 

the channel enables parties to approach audiences who would not engage with political 

content otherwise. It is put into question, however, if Instagram encourages parties to 

produce rather unpolitical content in order to avoid of scaring off unpolitical users 

(Voigt et al., 2017). Regarding the adaptation of a certain aesthetic, a study on Insta-

gram-based marketing during the 2016 U.S. presidential primaries by Muñoz and 

Towner shows corresponding findings: „Results indicate that candidates most fre-

quently employ the ideal candidate frame in their images, which also garnered the high-

est number of user likes and comments“ (Muñoz & Towner, 2017, p. 290). Surveying 

the Instagram usage of selected politicians, Eckerl and Hahn (2018) show that content 

tailored to the aesthetic of Instagram received significantly higher engagement rates than 

their peers. 

To summarize, Instagram’s specific appearance of visual-driven communication in 

combination with the absence of frame-compromising externalities favours cognitive 

ease which in turn favours the building of cognitive associations. This precondition the-

oretically could lead to an Instagram-induced shift in decision-making in general, and 

in the formation of voting intention in particular. Before turning your attention to the 
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hypotheses, please take note of the disclaimer about data material and corresponding 

causality-constraints. 

The following hypotheses depict a plausible prolongation of the theoretic exploration of 

the effect Instagram could have on the formation of political opinion and the information 

process leading to the act of voting. However, the presented hypotheses, models and 

results can by their nature only depict a heuristic justification to a presumed causal re-

lationship. The data at hand cannot prove this causality as it does not contain individual 

voter data. However, given the measured presence of user-interactions the causal rela-

tionship between what is outlined in the theory and what has been measured is plausible. 

Concluding from the theoretic discussion and building on the literature review, I develop 

the following hypotheses: With regard to the reference point as outlined by Kahneman 

and Tversky (1992), I argue that the shaping of political opinions is susceptible to fram-

ing. Instagram is highly suitable for framing given the lack of external disturbance and 

its general appearance. This could increase partisanship and mobilization. Therefore, I 

hypothesize (H1) that turnout increases in those constituencies where the share of active 

Instagram users among elected politicians is higher. Furthermore, as a conditional argu-

ment I hypothesize (H2) that politicians who embraced Instagram during their election 

campaign received a higher share in first-votes opposing those who did not use Insta-

gram. 

Instagram provides an opportunity to build a personal brand. Muñoz and Towner (2017) 

and Voigt et al. (2017) showed that candidates most frequently employ the ideal candi-

date frame in their images. By providing a different angle on someone voters regularly 

only see on TV screens, charisma becomes a relevant metric given the aesthetic demands 

within the Instagram environment. Against this background I hypothesize (H3) that top-

tier profiles which show clear signs of artefactual image production generate better en-

gagement rates. In accordance with the findings of Eckerl and Hahn (2018), I hypothe-

size (H4) that the more content adapts to the means provided within the Instagram en-

vironment the higher the engagement rate is. Assuming that the group of users that fol-

lows a political profile consists to a certain degree of (potential) partisans I hypothesize 

(H5) that political content, depicted through the appearance of symbols, explicit or im-

plicit references to electoral campaigns, parties, politicians, or through direct political 

messages, leads to increased engagement among users. 

With reference to Kahneman (2011), I argue that Instagram content induces cognitive 

ease. If cognitive ease is related to the number of visual stimuli, I hypothesize (H6) that 

profiles with higher regular output experience bigger growth. The following section 
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briefly presents ways of data scraping that neither necessitates API-access, nor breaches 

Instagram terms of usage. 

4 Data and Method 

Building on the work by Filimonov, Russmann and Svensson (2016) and Russmann and 

Svensson (2017) I set up a scheme to scrape data from Instagram profiles by hand during 

the final weeks of the 2017 German Federal Election. I created a sample consisting of 

the Instagram accounts of twelve top-tier politicians, namely candidates, general secre-

taries or spokespersons of the parties most likely to being elected into parliament. For 

each politician I scraped more than 20 data points depicting the nature of the respective 

Instagram posts by hand every 24 hours between the August 3rd and the election day on 

September 24th, 2017. Through this method, I collected a data-set of 954 rows. 

The sample was selected according to the respective internal organizational structures 

of the parties competing for parliament and manually coded every single day at the same 

time in the same order. It was assumed that the analysed personnel would show equal 

usage of Instagram given that they all held comparable positions and were addressing 

the same context, i. e. the upcoming election. The following politicians were monitored: 

- Dr. Angela Merkel, top candidate CDU, 

- Martin Schulz, top candidate SPD, 

- Joachim Herrmann, top candidate CSU, 

- Katrin Göring-Eckardt, top candidate Greens, 

- Cem Özdemir, top candidate Greens, 

- Christian Lindner, top candidate FDP, 

- Dr. Alice Weidel, top candidate AfD, 

- Dr. Peter Tauber, secretary general CDU, 

- Andreas Scheuer, secretary general CSU, 

- Hubertus Heil, secretary general SPD, 

- Nicola Beer, secretary general FDP, 

- Beatrix von Storch, deputy speaker AfD. 

First, a series of basic information on the posting habits and performance of the posts 

was scraped [Variable label in parentheses]: 

- Numeration of posts per day, i. e. output level [nr]. 

- Amount of likes of the post [likes]. 

- Amount of comments below the post [comments]. 

Instagram offers network effects which enable users to explore related content across 

profiles through the usage of hashtags. In addition, users can tag other users on their 
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content. To find out how politicians use these features, the following variables were 

added to the data-set: 

- Number of hashtags used [n#]. 

- Number of tagged accounts [nt]. 

In order to assess if politicians integrate Instagram into their respective parties’ cam-

paign strategies, the posts were scanned for corresponding references. The following 

variables are dummies that denote 1 if the respective format applies: 

- Is there any connection to the campaign of the respective party? This variable 

denotes 1 if a reference to the campaign of the respective party is communicated 

through the post. Be it direct as in text or indirect as in the depiction of campaign 

billboards and the like or contextual through a post uploaded during a party-event 

etc. [cmpg] 

- Is there any relation to another politician? This variable denotes 1 if a reference 

is made in the direction of another politician. [pol] 

- Is there a relation to the party? This variable denotes 1 if a reference is made in 

the direction of the respective politicians’ party. [party] 

- Is there a direct message to another party? This variable denotes 1 if a statement 

in the direction of another party is made. [msg] 

In order to capture the media type of the posts, a series of dummy-variables was inte-

grated into the data-set, denoting 1 if the respective format applied: 

- Is the post a video? [video] 

- Is the post a series? [series] 

- Is the post a collage? [collage] 

- Is the post a selfie? [selfie] 

- Is the post a graphic or something similar? [graph] 

- Is the channel-owner visible in the picture? [vis] 

- Is the post a professionally edited piece of content? [pro] 

Social media offer many possibilities to create a direct or context-dependent relationship 

between the digital content and its environment by geotagging the post. In order to as-

sess if politicians make use of geotagging, additional dummy-variables were added to 

the data-set. Again, they denote 1 if the respective applied. 

- Is the location where the post was created visible in the post? [loc] 

- Is the location of the contribution technically geotagged in the post? [geo] 
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In addition, the hashtag for the election „#btw17“ was integrated into the panel. To 

round off the data-set, the following pieces of information on the profile were included 

to the data-set as well. 

- Followers: The number of users following the profile [follower] 

- Number of posts: The lifetime amount of posts on the profile [np] 

- Engagement rate [engage] 

- Daily growth of Followers in percent [g] 

In order to keep variation among the data as low as possible it was necessary to scrape 

the data every day at the same time in the same order. It was decided to start each day 

at 11:00 p.m. following a strict order. An alternative solution would have been to track 

each post for the same amount of time. In theory, this would have resulted in a more 

robust data-basis for comparison. In practice, the latter method would have resulted in 

constant monitoring of each of the politicians’ channels in order not to miss out time 

relevant developments on the channel. Consequently, I deemed the idea unpractical and 

dismissed it. In order to answer the research question of how Instagram affects users’ 

perception of candidates and politics and how this happens, the data will be analysed in 

accordance with the developed hypotheses. Given the missing individual observations 

in the data, a sound empirical validation of the hypotheses cannot be depicted and thus 

can only serve as a heuristic justification. However, it will be analysed what drove user 

engagement on an aggregate level in the build-up of the 2017 German Federal Election. 

A concluding series of regression analyses will be conducted, namely OLS-regressions 

to analyse time invariant usage patterns and GLS-regression to analyse time variant us-

age patterns in a cross-section time-series panel data format. 

5 Analysis 

H1 hypothesized that turnout increased in those constituencies where the share of active 

Instagram users among elected politicians was higher. Of the 709 elected MPs, 348 used 

Instagram during their election campaigns and 340 could be linked to constituencies. In 

those constituencies, where elected MPs used Instagram before the election, turnout 

reached a 76.34 % average (76.7 % median) opposing 76.46 % average (76.6 % median) 

in those where MPs did not use Instagram. Accordingly, H1 cannot be confirmed. H2 

hypothesized that politicians who embraced Instagram during their election campaign 

received a higher share in first-votes. Table 1 provides results. 
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 FIRST VOTE  

 MPs used Instagram MPs did not use Instagram H2 

CDU 38.26 37.02 1 

CSU 43.38 45.33 0 

SPD 28.42 28.22 1 

AFD 15.11 13.23 1 

DIE LINKE 14.33 11.69 1 

GREENS  11.71 10.96 1 

FDP 7.9 8.28 0 

Table 1: Median share of first votes across parties, 2017 German Federal Election, own table 

On the party level, the share of first votes increased in five out of seven cases in the 

2017 German Federal Election. What is interesting about this result is that there is no 

apparent link between a party’s political orientation and MPs’ embracing Instagram. 

MPs on both sides of the left/right-spectrum show signs of increased shares of first vote 

through Instagram usage. The FDP’s election campaign of received universal acclaims 

for its modern appeal and progressive use of digital campaigning techniques (Voigt et 

al., 2017). Surprisingly, FDP’s MPs did not profit from Instagram usage in terms of first 

votes. However, the descriptive result necessitates further analysis as the description at 

hand only depicts the distribution along a binary variable with no information on how 

MPs used Instagram. The Instagram metrics of followers, likes and comments are un-

suitable for comparatively analysing profile-performance. The number of followers is 

time-dependent and absolute numbers of likes and comments correspond with the num-

ber of followers. However, the metrics are sufficient for calculating relative performance 

values and that enable comparisons irrespective of channel size. These are: engagement 

rate and growth. Both key performance indicators (KPIs) indicate how accounts perform 

in terms of follower appeal (engagement) and mobilization (growth). Consequently, en-

gagement rate and growth will be used as dependent variables for the statistical analy-

sis.1 Results from the OLS-regressions on engagement rate are presented in Table 2 in 

                                            

1 Given the number of dummy-variables, multicollinearity could pose a problem to the explan-

atory value of the analyses. Consequently, I will control for multicollinearity within the data by 

calculating the variance inflation factor (VIF), which estimates the share of variance of a coef-

ficient that is distorted, i. e. inflated as for collinearity with other variables. With regard to 
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the annex. I calculated four models. Model 1, 2 and 3 depict hypotheses 3, 4 and 5, 

model 4 consists of all variables. Model 1 was set up to test H3 and consists of the 

variables pro, vis, graph and selfie. Given the character of the four variables, they ex-

plain much about how profile owners manage their channel with regard to staging their 

appearance. If the channel-owner is visible, [vis] someone else must have taken the pic-

ture. If the image was processed outside the smartphone-environment [pro] or consists 

of a graphic [graph], someone else must have taken the effort. The selfie [selfie] is thus 

the only way of self-depiction without external aide. As argued by Muñoz and Towner 

(2017), politicians tend to deploy an „ideal candidate frame“ (Muñoz and Towner, 2017, 

p. 290), which is depicted by the means described by the four variables as all of them 

express effort for artificial imagery. 

Following Muñoz and Towner, I hypothesized that top-tier profiles, which show clear 

signs of artificial image production, generate larger engagement rates. The results are a 

bit counter-intuitive. Apparently, selfies trigger engagement as do pictures that show the 

channel owner outside the range of his or her arm-length. Both corresponding variables 

selfie and vis are highly significant and thus increase engagement by 1.6 % and 3.5 %. 

With two out of three signs for artificial image creation, i. e. staged images, it is not self-

evident why pro is neither significant nor positive. In Model 4 pro remains a negative 

coefficient, gaining at least a low level of significance. One could argue that Instagram 

audiences value staging in a political context only to a certain amount. This, however, 

would stand in sharp contrast to common practices in influencer-marketing and puts the 

findings by Eckerl and Hahn (2018) into question. They argue that politicians strive to 

adapt to the Instagram environment as closely as possible. In this regard I hypothesized 

(H4) that the more content adapts to the means provided within the Instagram environ-

ment, the better the performance in terms of user engagement. Model 2 was set up to 

test H4 and consists of the variables video, series, collage, graph, n, nt and geo and it 

depicts the available media types within Instagram as well as the available networking 

tools. With regard to media-type, the results indicate that broader usage of media within 

the Instagram environment most certainly drives user engagement. Two of the three 

corresponding variables are highly significant, depicting a positive effect on user en-

gagement. Videos result in +5.6 % and series of images in +2.5 % engagement. While 

collage is not significant, the negative coefficient is in tune with observations of Model 

4. Regarding the usage of additional networking-means H4 proves to be true: hashtags 

matter (+0.17% engagement per hashtag) as does the geo-tagging of locations (+1.15% 

                                            

Allison (2009), a VIF of 2.50 is regarded as the threshold above which collinearity poses a 

problem to the model. 
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engagement). The most interesting finding, however, is that tagging other politicians 

within the posts has a highly significant, negative effect on engagement. This is congru-

ent with observations made in Model 4 and could indicate a strong partisanship with the 

profile-owner, resulting in less affective behaviour when „disturbed“ by the presence of 

another politician. On the other hand, the observation could depict an artefact in the 

data-structure. 

Assuming that group of users that follow a political profile consists to a certain degree 

of (potential) partisans I hypothesized (H5) that political content would increase engage-

ment among users. Model 3 tests H5 and consists of the variables cmpg, pol, party, msg 
and btw17. In opposition to the general assumption, the results indicate that Instagram 

is not an apolitical network. Both the presence of political party posts as well as the 

explicit referral to the 2017 German Federal Election through the usage of the hashtag 

#btw17 indicate significant positive effects on user engagement. The strongest argument 

in favour of H5 can be found in the msg variable, which denotes 1 if a direct message in 

the direction of political opponents is articulated through the post. On sample-average, 

posts that consist of those types of messages lead to an almost 4 % higher user engage-

ment. This is congruent with observations in Model 4. Following the OLS-regressions, 

I aggregated the data-set for panel data analysis. I clustered the variables just as in the 

previous models and the dependent variable for all models is channel growth. Referring 

to Kahneman’s concept of cognitive ease, I hypothesized (H6) that profiles with higher 

regular output would experience larger growth. The following models 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 and 

6.4 will test the hypothesis. 

Model 6.1 depicts the general relation between growth and daily output over time. The 

results of the regression analysis, shown in Table 3 in the annex, reveal that while the 

output-level is highly significant, the relation between the two variables is not. In addi-

tion to the sheer output-level, Model 6.2. adds the variables used in Model 4, pro, vis, 
graph and selfie. Results show that while output-level remains highly significant, gen-

eral model benevolence remains at a very low level. Model 6.3 incorporates stimuli de-

riving from H4, whereupon adaption to Instagram would favor engagement: video, se-
ries, collage, graph, n, nt and geo. Again, output-level is highly significant while the 

model itself remains vague. For Model 6.4, I incorporate variables of Model 5 that depict 

traces of political connotation in the posts, i. e. cmpg, pol, party, msg and btw17. Results 

are consistent with the prior calculations with apparently no significant explanatory 

value being provided by the modeling. The high significance level of msg could under-

line the assumed high share of partisanship among followers as argued in H5. However, 

given the low R-squared it is unlikely I isolated a genuine effect. 



Political Influencers 

 

36 

The results so far are interesting: While the significance level of the output-variable is 

in line with H6, the constantly low level of model benevolence and the almost complete 

lack of significance among the explanatory variables are surprising. A plausible expla-

nation would be that within the Instagram ecosphere, political profiles do not benefit 

from networking mechanisms given the particularity of the presented content. Appar-

ently, political Instagram profiles are not yet self-activating. As seen in Figures 2 and 3 

below, events of high media interest, like the TV debate between the two top candidates 

or the appearance on a YouTube format for first-time voters („Deine Wahl“) increased 

channel growth of the two top candidates significantly. 

 

Figure 2: Growth Instagram Dr. Angela Merkel, own figure 
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Figure 3: Growth Instagram Martin Schulz, own figure 

Model 6.5 was enriched with data from polls and model 6.6 was enriched with the en-

gagement rate. The results show that effects ascertained in the previous models remain 

unchanged while the model benevolence substantially increases by the introduction of 

polling-data. Given the very high R-squared between values, I assume an artefact in the 

data. 

6 Conclusion 

In the beginning of this paper I asked how Instagram alters voters’ perception of candi-

dates and politics and how this happens. In order to develop a possible way of answering 

this question, I first identified three aspects for researching the effect of Instagram on 

information processing and how this could affect elections. I then deployed a theoretic 

approach for analysing how Instagram affects voter perception of candidates and politics 

under the influence of medial exaggeration. By embracing Kahneman’s concept of fast 

and slow thinking I argued that the use of Instagram by political actors increased the 

disposability of cognitive associations. This increases the share of subjective infor-

mation processing, i. e. S1 dominated information processing. In the build-up of an elec-

tion, this can affect the outcome of the vote as the alleged dominance of affective think-

ing could either increase mobilization or culminate in an altered decision on election 

day. 
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In order to test the hypotheses drawn from the theoretic argument, access to Instagram 

data was necessary. I presented a method for harvesting Instagram data without API 

access. I utilised the method during the final weeks before the 2017 German Federal 

Election to get a hand on Instagram data for testing my hypotheses. 

Results brought about interesting insights on what drives user engagement and growth. 

Most notably, the general presupposition of Instagram being an apolitical social network 

(Voigt et al., 2017) is most certainly wrong. Given that following an Instagram profile 

requires deliberate action, interest in and – presumably – sympathy for the profile-owner 

is the root cause for the act of following. As „interest for a politician“ most certainly 

correlates with „interest in politics“ to some degree, there is a high probability of parti-

sanship among the followers of a political profile. The results (H5) brought about by the 

analysis clearly underline this as engagement opposing political content proofed highly 

significant across various models. 

From the research I conducted here, I conclude that the social media platform Instagram 

has an effect on voters’ perceptions and that it draws attention to politicians’ personali-

ties and hence supplements the perspective on politics with an additional, more personal 

note. In regard to understanding how the following politicians on Instagram affects vot-

ers, I was able to identify two manifestations. Firstly, there appears to be a threshold 

regarding the level of enactment on the channel. While every bit of content is, of course, 

by its nature a deliberate enactment, users tend not to approve content that obviously 

has been edited professionally. This stands in sharp contrast to general practices of in-

fluencer marketing and is a good example for why marketing-methods must not univer-

sally apply to politics. 

Secondly, the results indicate that the usage of (multi-)media in the Instagram environ-

ment heavily drives user-engagement. This is congruent with the theoretic argument I 

developed, where a shift from content-related associations of politics to visual-based, 

affective associations of politics could influence elections in the long run. My findings 

indicate that the higher the amount of associations that are cognitively available, the 

higher the probability that the outcome of a decision-making process is influenced by 

associative thinking, denoted as I1S1S2 operations in Figure 1. Put differently, the shap-

ing of opinions is dependent on the amount of associations and the corresponding level 

of awareness. The results of Model 2 and 4 support the hypothesis that a shift from 

content-based discourse to visual-based or superficial discourse is actually happening. 

As the data lacks individual voter data, the presented results from the hypotheses tests 

can only serve as a heuristic justification for the theoretically derived, causal mechanism 

between Instagram consumption, information processing and voting. Given this 
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empirical limitation, from a theoretic perspective I find it safe to say that Instagram has 

strong abilities for affecting the decision-making process prior to voting. Instagram ex-

cels at placing associations into the cognition of potential voters through the exclusive 

focus on imagery and the lack of content-related discourse and re-framing. If used cor-

rectly, it can amplify interest and arguably transfer first-time contacts into partisans 

while simultaneously mobilizing the latter. The causality between social media related 

information processing, decision-making and elections, however, is still to be empiri-

cally validated. 
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7 Annex 
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