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A b st  r act 

This study aims to explore how political leaders used Instagram to execute 
self-presentation strategies in mayoral elections, including the dominant use 
of personalized tactics. The article reports findings of a visual framing analy-
sis of 2,776 images featuring 2019 Istanbul mayoral election candidates 
Ekrem İmamoğlu (the Republican People’s Party, CHP) and Binali Yıldırım 
(the Justice and Development Party, AKP). The case is unusual because the 
initial election, which had resulted in İmamoğlu’s victory, was cancelled and 
a re-run was subsequently held. After many events, İmamoğlu succeeded 
again, becoming the first opposition politician to take control of Istanbul 
from the ruling AKP. In this study, we adapt Grabe and Bucy’s (2009) quan-
titative visual framing analysis to examine Instagram posts, from candidacy 
announcements until the election re-run. The results show that both candi-
dates used the Ideal Candidate frame, with occasional increases in the fre-
quency of the application of the Populist Campaigner frame. Self-frames in 
different time periods during this election are discussed, as well the frames 
that voters engaged with most frequently.

K ey  w o r ds

2019 Istanbul mayoral election • images • Instagram • self-framing • visual 
framing analysis

I n t r oductio       n

The rise of social media campaigns in political communication has attracted 
a great deal of interest since the 2008 Obama presidential campaign, which 
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altered the dynamics of political campaigning by pioneering new strategies 
(Lalancette and Raynauld, 2019). Later, the use of social media in political 
marketing transformed into new forms thanks to data-mining technologies, 
mobile devices and additional applications. Early social media communica-
tion campaigns focused mostly on texts; therefore, the literature was domi-
nated by the use and effects of textual content. Visual communication plat-
forms, such as Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat and Pinterest have also become 
popular, resulting in increased scholarly interest in visual meaning-making 
(Muñoz and Towner, 2017). However, the importance of visual symbols and 
visual communication is not a new issue in the field of political communica-
tion. Recent studies have argued that visual messaging has a strong impact 
on the cognitive processing systems of receivers. Once an image attracts the 
attention of viewers, it encourages them to think about the content and to 
draw rational conclusions, which may result in an intended attitude forma-
tion in the receiver (Coleman and Banning, 2006). In addition, visual content 
provides witnessing by giving a view of what is happening and thus increasing 
emotional participation (Brantner et al., 2011). In this respect, images have a 
powerful effect on emotions (Gordillo-Rodriguez and Bellido-Perez, 2021).

As the most popular image-centric platform, Instagram has become a 
strategic tool for enhancing leaders’ self-images and directly addressing target 
groups (Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019). Likewise, leaders’ self-framing tactics on 
Instagram influence voters’ impressions of them. In addition, how the leaders 
utilize frames may increase or decrease voter engagement and influence lead-
ers’ personal images (Muñoz and Towner, 2017). Thus, exploring the role of 
images in political communication campaigns has gained great importance. 
Previous research on politicians’ social media activities have been largely 
limited to Facebook and Twitter, and they mostly examine textual instead of 
visual content (Peng, 2021). Although leaders are increasingly using Instagram 
for self-presentation and expression, there are relatively few studies on their 
self-framing and self-presentation behaviours on the platform (Lalancette and 
Raynauld, 2019; Muñoz and Towner, 2017; Peng, 2021).

Recent studies have built on multimodal research to explore image-
centric practices (see Stöckl et al., 2020) and explore the relations between the 
visual and verbal components of the Instagram posts (e.g. Caple, 2020). On 
the other hand, the effects of visual attributes are less understood (see Peng, 
2021) and analysis of visual social media constitutes challenges on a large scale 
(Peng, 2021; Rodriguez and Dimitrova, 2011). Russmann (2020) categorizes 
the methodological challenges of studying political actors on Instagram in 
three parts: temporal context of the visual materials, multidimensionality of 
the visuals and ethical considerations. She states that, due to the fast-changing 
visual possibilities on Instagram, measuring instruments quickly become out-
dated. Russmann also mentions that carousel posts and video sharing options 
in one post raise methodological questions as to whether one image or one 
minute of a video is sufficient for a unit of analysis. Lastly, she questions to 
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what extent the researcher can display others’ visuals to discuss findings. 
Political leaders, for instance, deliberately display citizens and the public in 
their posts. It is concluded that research on Instagram in the field of politi-
cal communication is only just beginning and that it is open to new research 
opportunities (Russmann, 2020; Russmann and Svensson, 2016). Thus, we 
propose to focus on political candidates’ self-presentation and self-framing 
activities on Instagram during mayoral elections using Grabe and Bucy’s 
(2009) visual framing codebook which is specifically designed for election 
campaigns. Current visual framing studies tend to focus on Western democ-
racies with relatively level playing fields for political campaigning (e.g. Grabe 
and Bucy, 2009; Muñoz and Towner, 2017; Steffan, 2020). The Turkish politi-
cal landscape is substantially under-studied and provides an exemplary case 
of ‘competitive authoritarianism’, a concept that refers to regimes that are nei-
ther ‘democratic’ nor ‘authoritarian’ (Bogaards, 2009). Turkey currently has 
a polarized media system with a high degree of press–party parallelism (see 
Melek and İşeri, 2021). Turkey’s competitive authoritarian regime and highly 
polarized media build an uneven playing field for opposition parties in which 
social media’s role becomes crucial for political campaigning (see Melek and 
Müyesseroğlu, 2021).

This study addresses the significance of Instagram use for self-pre-
sentation and explores how political leaders use Instagram photographs 
for image building through self-framing strategies beyond the context of 
Western democracies. We focus on the historic 2019 Istanbul mayoral elec-
tions by examining the Instagram posts of the opposition candidate, Ekrem 
İmamoğlu, the secular social democrat Republican People’s Party (CHP), and 
Binali Yıldırım, of the incumbent pro-Islamist Justice and Development Party 
(AKP). The study also contributes to the literature with this case, which is 
unusual and highly symbolic because the political Islamist parties’ 25 years 

Table 1.  The four periods of the 2019 Istanbul mayoral elections.

From Until

Period 1: Initial election 
campaigns

Candidacy announcements, 
18 December 2018: Ekrem 
İmamoğlu, 30 December 
2018: Binali Yıldırım

Election Day: 31 March 
2019

Period 2: Recounts of the 
votes and İmamoğlu’s 
wait for the mandate

1 April 2019 17 April 2019: 
İmamoğlu’s mandate is 
officially given by YSK

Period 3: İmamoğlu’s 20 
days in office

18 April 2019 6 May 2019: YSK revokes 
İmamoğlu’s mandate

Period 4: Election re-run 
campaigns

7 May 2019 23 June 2019: Election 
re-run
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of municipal dominance ended and secular social democrats were elected 
in Istanbul within the previously mentioned political context. Due to fraud 
allegations by the ruling party, the Supreme Election Council (Yüksek Seçim 
Kurulu [YSK]) annulled the initial election on 31 March 2019, which had 
ended in Ekrem İmamoğlu’s victory, and a re-run was held on 23 June 2019, 
which again resulted in İmamoğlu’s success. Therefore, we propose explor-
ing how each candidate presents himself through self-framing strategies via 
images on Instagram (RQ1) and whether the candidates’ visual frames change 
between time periods (RQ2; see Table 1).

T h eo  r etical       Backg     r ou  n d

Visual framing
Despite the fact that images play an important role in media and political com-
munication, research on framing has traditionally focused on textual content. 
The purpose of framing is ‘to select some aspects of a perceived reality and 
make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote 
a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/
or treatment recommendation for the item described’ (Entman, 1993: 52). 
Thus, visual framing can be defined as a process of making certain aspects 
of a perceived reality more salient in a visual content to facilitate a specific 
understanding of a particular problem, event, or individual (Coleman, 2010; 
Entman, 1993; Steffan, 2020).

A substantial body of literature in recent years has applied the method 
of visual framing in political communication (Brantner et  al., 2011; Farkas 
and Bene, 2021; Gordillo-Rodriguez and Bellido-Perez, 2021; Grabe and Bucy, 
2009; Russmann and Svensson, 2016; Steffan, 2020). Gordillo-Rodriguez and 
Bellido-Perez (2021) explored the self-presentation of the five main Spanish 
political candidates on Instagram in order to reveal whether the candidate 
shows himself on Instagram in a predominantly personal and private con-
text or in a more professional and political way. The researchers followed 
Goffman’s (1959) principles to explain candidates’ self-representation tac-
tics on Instagram, which assert that candidates represent the best version of 
themselves or, at least, an image corresponding to what citizens may consider 
an ideal candidate. Farkas and Bene (2021) identified and compared the pat-
terns and effects of Hungarian politicians’ visual-centred communication on 
Facebook and Instagram during the Hungarian parliamentary election cam-
paign in 2018. The researchers explained how individualization and privatiza-
tion are important dimensions of personalization. They conducted a combi-
nation of deductive and inductive visual content analysis and revealed that 
visuals are used mostly for personalization.

Rodriguez and Dimitrova (2011: 48) ‘propose a four-tiered model of 
identifying and analyzing visual frames: (1) visuals as denotative systems, (2) 
visuals as stylistic–semiotic systems, (3) visuals as connotative systems and (4) 
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visuals as ideological representations.’ The denotative system is concerned with 
the individuals, objects and discrete elements represented in the visual. The sty-
listic–semiotic system in visual communication refers to stylistic choices, such 
as camera angle, camera distance and colour, as well as pictorial conventions, 
such as social distance. The ideological representations consider the hidden 
meanings of the visual frames, while the connotative system explores figura-
tive symbols and visual metaphors. Recent studies have applied a multimodal 
approach to study visual framing analysis of various topics such as climate 
change and migration (Hellmueller and Zhang, 2019; Wozniak et al., 2015). For 
instance, in their visual framing analysis of CNN and Spiegel Online’s coverage 
of refugees, Hellmueller and Zhang (2019) utilized the four-tiered model and 
combined the denotative system, the stylistic–semiotic system, the connotative 
system and ideological representations. Some scholars also suggest integrating 
structural features into the stylistic–semiotic perspective in visual framing anal-
yses (e.g. Coleman, 2010; Dan, 2018). In the present study, we use a denotative 
deductive system because the study deduces two visual frames (i.e. the Ideal 
Candidate and the Populist Campaigner) from Grabe and Bucy’s (2009) visual 
framing analysis and explores the extent to which these visual character frames 
occur in the sample; we further explore the visually manifest content of candi-
dates’ Instagram posts. To study election campaigns on television news, Grabe 
and Bucy (2009) developed a coding sheet and analysed presidential election 
campaigns in the US between 1992 and 2004. Several researchers have extended 
Grabe and Bucy’s methodology to explore candidates’ visual self-presentation 
on social media sites (e.g. Muñoz and Towner, 2017; Steffan, 2020). Muñoz and 
Towner (2017) analysed the US presidential primary candidates’ Instagram 
profiles and they revealed that the Ideal Candidate frame was preferred to the 
Populist frame and received the most likes and comments from users. Likewise, 
Steffan (2020) examined the visual self-presentation of political candidates on 
different social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram and Twitter) in seven 
Western democracies (Austria, Canada, France, Germany, Norway, the UK 
and the US). He demonstrated that candidates are more likely to use the Ideal 
Candidate frame than that of the Populist Campaigner. Because of the extent to 
which we rely on this coding sheet and approach, the details of the codebook are 
presented in the methodology section.

Social media in political campaigning
The expanding role of social media in political communication has meant that 
leaders can disseminate information and interact with citizens without inter-
mediaries such as the mass media. Although there is no evidence that social 
media has taken the place of traditional media in political communication, tra-
ditional media coverage is extensively documented and debated on social media 
(Enli, 2017). It is also known that image-driven social media platforms provide 
materials for the traditional media outlets as political leaders generate easily dif-
fusible contents (Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019). In a way, this content may have the 
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potential of shaping and driving the televised media outlets. As a consequence, 
there is a growing interest in examining social media platforms in political cam-
paigns in different contexts. Several scholars have analysed how social media 
is used in election campaigns (Enli, 2017; Filimonov et al., 2016; Liebhart and 
Bernhardt, 2017; Melek and Müyesseroğlu, 2021; Muñoz and Towner, 2017; 
Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019). Research has revealed that social media platforms 
are mainly used as a strategic communication tool in four different ways: to 
broadcast election messages, mobilize supporters, manage images of a leader/
party and to enhance or complement other campaign components (Filimonov 
et al., 2016). Some researchers have explored the effects of different social media 
platforms on citizens’ perception of political leaders and their agenda-setting 
effect (Eldin, 2016; Melek, 2017; Metz et al., 2019; Towner, 2013). These studies 
have illustrated that the use of social media platforms during election campaigns 
attracts higher levels of audience attention and interest. It was also revealed that 
when political leaders share more emotional and private content, they create 
positive impressions on citizens (Gordillo-Rodriguez and Bellido-Perez, 2021).

Personalization and self-presentation on social media are noteworthy in 
recent political communication research (Farkas and Bene, 2021; Goodnow, 2013; 
Gordillo-Rodriguez and Bellido-Perez, 2021; Jackson and Lilleker, 2011; Metz 
et al., 2019; Muñoz and Towner, 2017). Political personalization is explained as ‘a 
process in which the political weight of the individual actor in the political process 
increases over time, while the centrality of the political group (i.e., political party) 
declines’ (Rahat and Sheafer, 2007: 65). Social media analysis in political commu-
nication has illustrated that personalized posts on social media get more audience 
feedback in the form of likes and comments than depersonalized posts. Moreover, 
personalized content has more potential to be viral since it is mostly more emo-
tional (Peng, 2021). Recent research has also highlighted that the personalization 
strategy in digital political campaigns triggers the audience’s positive perception. 
Content about leaders instead of political parties ‘decrease[s] the complexity of 
the message and increase[s] the credibility of the message’ (Filimonov et al., 2016: 
3). Additionally, recent digital political campaigns have favoured not only textual 
but also visual content. Some studies have shown that using multimodal presenta-
tions – texts and visual elements – has different effects on user reactions (Casas 
and Williams, 2019; Lee and Xu, 2018), yet the visual attributes’ impacts are less 
understood (see Peng, 2021). Visuals have also been shown to influence view-
ers’ perceptions of politicians (e.g. Grabe and Bucy, 2009; Joo et al., 2014; Peng, 
2018; Shah et al., 2016). However, there is a divide between the amount of visuals 
in politicians’ social media posts and our understanding of how diverse politi-
cal messages promote audience engagement. The way that candidates personalize 
their campaigns on social media, for instance, is a typical technique on political 
social media, and empirical research supports the assumption that self-personal-
ization helps politicians to gain good impressions (Lee and Oh, 2012; McGregor, 
2018; Meeks, 2017). However, there is little research on the visual side of person-
alization (e.g. Peng, 2021). Thus, we explore the concepts of personalization and  
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self-presentation and how they are mirrored in the visual representations of candi-
dates and office holders in a competitive authoritarian regime.

Instagram
Political parties and leaders have noticed the attitudinal and behavioural 
impacts of visual social media platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, 
Snapchat and Pinterest on citizens, and they have adopted these platforms to 
reach wider groups to increase their credibility and utilize self-framing tac-
tics (Muñoz and Towner, 2017). As the most popular visual-centred platform, 
Instagram has become a great opportunity for image enhancement and for 
directly addressing the public (Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019).

Instagram is a photo and video sharing social media platform that 
enables users to post, share, comment and like images. As of June 2018, it was 
reported that Instagram had more than 1 billion active users a month (Clement, 
2020). In Turkey, there were 36,040,000 Instagram users as of May 2019, making 
it one of the top five countries with the most Instagram users (Johnson, 2020). 
Furthermore, Instagram achieves significantly higher user engagement rates 
compared to Facebook and Twitter (Muñoz and Towner, 2017).

This study investigates Instagram posts during the eventful 2019 Istanbul 
mayoral election by the candidates Ekrem İmamoğlu and Binali Yıldırım. In 
Istanbul, 52 percent of the population uses Instagram (Konda, 2019). According 
to Konda’s Ballot Box Analysis of the June 23rd Istanbul Election and Voter Profiles 
report (2019), 49 percent of Istanbul’s Instagram users were supporters of 
İmamoğlu as of March 2019 (at the end of the initial election). This ratio increased 
to 57 percent by the end of the election re-run in June 2019. As for Yıldırım, 36 
percent of the Instagram users were his supporters as of March 2019. However, 
for him, the ratio decreased to 34 percent by the end of the election re-run. It 
is clear that İmamoğlu used Instagram images as a political communication 
strategy (Melek and Müyesseroğlu, 2021), whereas Yıldırım was not a frequent 
user of the platform despite its popularity in Turkey (Johnson, 2020). Since the 
winning leader, İmamoğlu, is the most frequent user of Instagram as a political 
leader, the study reveals exceptional data for Instagram use as a self-framing tactic 
in Turkey. Moreover, the 2019 Istanbul mayoral election is a very extraordinary 
case as explained in detail in the following section. Hence, the political commu-
nication used during the different periods of the election are worth studying in 
order to gain insights about the results of the election. Lastly, this study is based on 
quantitative content analysis to examine Instagram images by modelling previous 
literature, so we believe the study illustrates more objective and reliable findings.

The eventful 2019 Istanbul mayoral elections: an extraor-
dinary case
In the 2019 Istanbul mayoral elections, Ekrem İmamoğlu became the first 
opposition politician to take control of the city in a quarter of a century of 
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the political Islamist parties’ rule in Turkey’s polarized context under its 
competitive authoritarian regime. Levitsky and Way (2010) have explained 
the distinctive feature of this type of regime as an unequally built demo-
cratic playing field in conducting electoral campaigns and winning elec-
tions (e.g. the misuse of state power, and the capture and discipline of 
opposition media). Therefore, it is worth explaining the achievement of the 
opposition block despite the country’s context and how Istanbul’s election 
was annulled as part of Turkey’s municipal elections on 31 March 2019. 
According to preliminary results, the opposition secular social democrat 
CHP’s Ekrem İmamoğlu won Istanbul by nearly 22,000 votes (48.8% vs 
48.55% for the incumbent AKP candidate). Following AKP complaints, the 
Supreme Election Council (YSK) ruled in favour of a partial recount of 
votes, in response to opposition criticism. After 17 days of recounts, Ekrem 
İmamoğlu was declared the winner by a margin of 13,729 votes and YSK 
issued his mandate. However, due to complaints from AKP members that 
some electoral officials were not civil servants, some result papers were 
unsigned and some votes were stolen, the election was annulled and he 
was stripped of his duties 20 days after he took office (Lowen, 2019). CHP 
representatives claimed that the annulment was not legally justified and 
that the ruling AKP had influenced the YSK to make this decision. During 
the election re-run (23 June 2019), İmamoğlu gained a massive 54.22 per-
cent, which stands as the highest portion of votes achieved in the Istanbul 
mayoral elections in the last 35 years (Yıldırım earned 45%). Therefore, the 
margin increased to 806,014 votes in the end (YSK, 2019).

M et  h odology     

In this study, we conducted a visual framing analysis to determine how the 
candidates presented themselves on Instagram. The candidates’ personal 
Instagram account posts were collected from the day immediately following 
their candidacy announcements in December 2018 until the election re-run 
(23 June 2019). Two assistants manually archived Instagram data with the help 
of smartphones for the defined period. All textual digital content (e.g. cap-
tions, emoji, etc.), videos and stories were excluded; only still images, includ-
ing those from photo galleries, were analysed.

For the analysis, we applied the initial coding sheet from Grabe and 
Bucy’s (2009) systemic coding for the visual framing of presidential candi-
dates in news coverage and adopted it for our research. Grabe and Bucy’s 
original coding sheet includes three main visual framing themes: (1) the 
Ideal Candidate, (2) the Populist Campaigner, and (3) the Sure Loser. The 
Sure Loser master frame depicts the candidate in a negative way and reveals 
campaign errors. As our research focused on self-framing, we assumed that 
the campaign strategies for self-presentation did not demonstrate the can-
didates’ negative traits. Therefore, we excluded the Sure Loser master frame 
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from our codebook in line with previous studies (Cmeciu, 2014; Goodnow, 
2013; Muñoz and Towner, 2017). The final coding sheet includes two master 
frames with their 4 dimensions and 23 subdimensions. The following para-
graph briefly summarizes the Ideal Candidate and Populist Campaigner mas-
ter frames and their related dimensions and subdimensions.

The first master frame, the Ideal Candidate, presents two broad dimen-
sions: statesmanship and compassion. Statesmanship includes seven visual sub-
dimensions, which mostly depict power, control and active leadership (Grabe 
and Bucy, 2009). These subdimensions are: elected officials and other influen-
tials, patriotic symbols; symbols of progress (e.g. manufacturing plants); iden-
tifiable entourage (e.g. reporters and aides); campaign paraphernalia; politi-
cal hoopla (e.g. streamers); and candidates in formal attire. The second broad 
dimension, compassion, includes images that represent affection, sympathy 
and goodwill. The subdimensions of compassion are: children; family associa-
tions; admiring women; religious symbols; affinity gestures (e.g. thumbs up); 
interaction with individuals; and physical embraces.

The second master frame, the Populist Campaigner, depicts two broad 
dimensions: mass appeal and ordinariness. Mass appeal (see Figure 1) builds 
upon the idea that the candidate has gained popularity and acceptance. Images 
that portray celebrities, large audiences, approving audiences and interaction 
with crowds that reflect diverse formulations of popularity constitute the sub-
dimensions. Ordinariness has the following subdimensions: candidates wear-

Figure 1.  Screenshot of a post by İmamoğlu depicting Populist Campaigner framing 
(mass appeal dimension).
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ing informal attire, casual dress, or athletic clothing; interacting with ordinary 
people; and participating in physical activities.

The presence (value = 1) or absence (value = 0) of a primary visual 
dimension was coded per image to produce scores for each candidate. Each 
image could be coded into more than one frame. A pre-test was conducted 
to calculate intercoder reliability between coders using Krippendorff ’s Alpha 
analysis. The results showed that the average intercoder reliability was high 
(Kalpha = .93; see the Appendix for detailed intercoder reliability for each 
variable). The coders completed the coding process over the course of eight 
weeks in November and December 2019, and January 2020.

Results     

Results showed that Ekrem İmamoğlu (n = 2,561) was a more frequent 
Instagram user than Binali Yıldırım (n = 215) during the 2019 Istanbul may-
oral elections. The variance in the frequency of Instagram posts was also stark 
between the different time periods: (1) initial election campaigns; (2) recounts 
of the votes and İmamoğlu’s wait for the mandate; (3) İmamoğlu 20 days in 
office; and (4) election re-run campaigns.

In order to calculate the self-framing patterns, we identified total frame 
usage by candidate. For İmamoğlu’s sample, a total of 7,280 frames were iden-
tified in 2,561 images. For Yıldırım’s sample, a total of 580 frames were identi-
fied in 215 images. Overall frame usage by candidate can be seen in Figure 2.

It is clear that both candidates preferred to utilize the Ideal Candidate 
(see Tables 2 and 3). Although several contextual characteristics, such as media 
and political systems, are different in Turkey, the result is consistent with the 
previous literature findings focusing on visual framing. Muñoz and Towner 
(2017) revealed that the US presidential election candidates preferred Ideal 
Candidate frames to Populist Campaigner on Instagram. Similarly, Steffan 
(2020) demonstrated that candidates from seven different Western democra-
cies are more likely to use the Ideal Candidate frame than that of the Populist 
Campaigner on social media platforms.

37.9%

37.7%

21.7%

29.4%

21.5

12.9%

18.5%

18.1%Binali Yıldırım

Statesmanship (Ideal Candidate) Compassion (Ideal Candidate)

Mass Appeal (Populist Campaigner) Ordinariness (Populist Campaigner)

Figure 2.  The candidates’ overall frame usage.
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İmamoğlu shared images that reflected the statesmanship dimension 
2,764 times (37.9%) in total, whereas he shared images that reflected the com-
passion dimension 1,580 times (21.7%) in total. The subdimensions formal 
attire (n = 749, 10.3%) and patriotic symbols (n = 679, 9.3%) were the most 
preferred ones for statesmanship among İmamoğlu’s images. Furthermore, the 
subdimension religious symbols (n = 472, 6.5%) was the dominant item in the 
compassion category (e.g., Figure 3). 

Through in-depth analysis, we concluded that his self-framing strate-
gies were consistent with his election campaign. As a relatively young politi-
cal figure, Ekrem İmamoğlu started his political career when he joined the 
main opposition party, the CHP, in 2009 (İBB Istanbul, nd). After serving 
as a member and then the head of CHP’s Beylikdüzü District Organization, 
he was elected as the mayor of the district of Beylikdüzü in western Istanbul 
in the 2014 local elections (France 24, 2019). Therefore, his main goal dur-
ing the 2019 Istanbul mayoral elections campaign was to gain public trust 
and become a more recognizable leader (Özkan, 2019). We think that using 
statesmanship and compassion dimensions and formal attire, patriotic sym-
bols and religious symbols sub-dimensions in his Instagram photos served 
to build his reputation as a relatively young candidate. He also utilized the 
Populist Campaigner via Instagram images. The results showed that n = 

Figure 3.  Screenshot of a post by İmamoğlu depicting Ideal Candidate framing 
(compassion dimension– religious symbols sub-dimension).
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Table 2.  Frame totals of Ekrem İmamoğlu’s Instagram images.

Master Frame Dimension Subdimension f %

Ideal Candidate Statesmanship Elected officials and 
other influencers

213 2.9

Patriotic symbols 679 9.3
Symbols of progress 7 0.09
Identifiable entourage 605 8.3
Campaign paraphernalia 504 6.9
Political hoopla 7 0.09
Formal attire 749 10.3

Statesmanship total 2,764 37.9
Compassion Children 131 1.8

Family associations 23 0.3
Admiring women 351 4.8
Religious symbols 472 6.5
Affinity gestures 197 2.7
Interaction with 
individuals

110 1.5

Physical embraces 296 4
Compassion total 1,580 21.7

Populist 
Campaigner

Mass appeal Celebrities 5 0.06
Large audiences 810 11.1
Approving audiences 746 10.2
Interaction with crowds 5 0.06

Mass appeal total 1,566 21.5
Ordinariness Informal attire 669 9.2

Casual dress 449 6.1
Athletic clothing 4 0.05
Ordinary people 212 2.9
Physical activity 19 0.26

Ordinariness total 1,353 18.5
Other 17 0.2
  Frame totals 7,280 100

1,566 (21.5%) photos fell into the mass appeal dimension and n = 1,353 
(18.5%) photos fell into the ordinariness dimension. Most posts reflecting the 
mass appeal dimension included large audiences images (n = 810, 11.1%). An 
example of large audiences sub-dimension can be seen in Figure 1. Moreover, 
İmamoğlu preferred sharing images that framed him in informal attire (n = 
669, 9.2%), which fell into the ordinariness subdimension. The above-men-
tioned Populist Campaigner frames were often supported with his other 
campaign practices. During his campaign, İmamoğlu and his team adopted 
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positive rhetoric in contrast to the often negative discourse and vicious 
attack style of Turkish politicians (see Melek and Müyesseroğlu, 2021). In  
addition, he was regularly seen in public places taking selfies and interacting 
with voters. His friendly manner toward voters, his campaign message of love, 
hope and unity on the premise of embracing everyone despite their ideologi-
cal opinions, as well as his optimism appealed to both religious conservatives 

Table 3.  Frame totals of Binali Yıldırım’s Instagram images.

Master Frame Dimension Subdimension f %

Ideal 
Candidate

Statesmanship  
Elected officials and other 
influencers

12 2

Patriotic symbols 22 3.8
Symbols of progress – –
Identifiable entourage 45 7.7
Campaign paraphernalia 26 4.4
Political hoopla – –
Formal attire 114 19.6

Statesmanship total 219 37.7
Compassion  

Children 33 5.7
Family associations 4 0.7
Admiring women 25 4.3
Religious symbols 58 10
Affinity gestures 18 3.1
Interaction with individuals 9 1.5
Physical embraces 24 4.1

Compassion total 171 29.4
Populist 
Campaigner

Mass appeal  
Celebrities 1 0.1
Large audiences 20 3.4
Approving audiences 54 9.3
Interaction with crowds – –

Mass appeal total 75 12.9
Ordinariness  

Informal attire 84 14.5
Casual dress 4 0.7
Athletic clothing – –
Ordinary people 16 2.8
Physical activity 1 0.1

Ordinariness total 105 18.1
Other 10 1.7
  Frame totals 580 100
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and the Kurdish minority as well as Turkish nationalists (Gall, 2019; Melek 
and Müyesseroğlu, 2021).

When Yıldırım’s Instagram images were analysed, we found that he mostly 
used the statesmanship dimension (n = 219, 37.7%), which fell into the Ideal 
Candidate master frame (e.g., Figure 5). Most posts for this dimension included 
identifiable entourage images (n = 45, 7.7). He also preferred self-frames in line 
with the compassion dimension (n = 171, 29.4%), for which he mostly used reli-
gious symbols (n = 58, 10%). We think that the way Yıldırım used self-frames is 
consistent with his extensive political background. As an experienced candidate 
who was referred to as AKP’s ‘permanent’ minister of transport, Yıldırım was a 
less frequent user of Instagram during the 2019 Istanbul mayoral election. He 
was already a well-known figure, who held the ministerial position on and off for 
nearly 12 years (2002–2013/2015–2016). Yıldırım is also known as Turkey’s last 
prime minister because after the referendum in April 2017, the parliamentary 
system was abolished and an executive presidency system was introduced; hence, 
Yıldırım was effectively the last prime minister of the Republic of Turkey.

In addition, he utilized the Populist Campaigner 180 times. In his 
Instagram images, he used approving audiences (n = 54, 9.3%) under the mass 
appeal dimension and informal attire (n = 84, 14.5%) under the ordinariness 
dimension. Approving audiences under the mass appeal dimension portray his 
supporters at public meetings; he used the photos evoking this dimension as 
one of his main campaign strategies. The informal attire subdimension usually 
includes photos depicting him in suits without a tie which is a style preferred 
by pro-Islamists, because a tie is considered to be a part of Western and secular 
culture.

To answer RQ2, we analysed visual frames according to the time peri-
ods stated in Table 1 in order to determine whether visual framing changed 
during the relevant timeframes (Figures 4 and 6).

37.2%

50.1%

57.6%

31.9%

23.4%

18.3%

17.8%

20%

16.7%

21.3%

16%

32%

22.4%

9.3%

8%

15.8%

Period 1

Period 2

Period 3

Period 4

Statesmanship (Ideal Candidate) Compassion (Ideal Candidate)

Mass Appeal (Populist Campaigner) Ordinariness (Populist Campaigner)

Figure 4.  Ekrem İmamoğlu’s frame usage over the defined time periods.
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Figure 5.  Screenshot of a post by Yıldırım depicting Ideal Candidate (Statesmanship 
dimension–Formal Attire and Identifiable Entourage sub-dimensions).

22.2%

38.5%

40.7%

28.9%

3.7%

13.3%

25.9%

17.7%

Period 1

Period 4

Statesmanship (Ideal Candidate) Compassion (Ideal Candidate)

Mass Appeal (Populist Campaigner) Ordinariness (Populist Campaigner)

Figure 6.  Binali Yıldırım’s frame usage over the defined time periods.
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In Ekrem İmamoğlu’s case, during Period 1 (initial election campaigns), 
the Ideal Candidate master frame was dominant (n = 2,513, 60.6%; see Table 4 
and Figure 4) with the lion’s share of statesmanship (n = 1,542, 37.2%) and com-
passion (n = 971, 23.4%) broad dimensions as was the case with previous studies. 
Against this backdrop, we observed that İmamoğlu also utilized large audiences, 
approving audiences, casual dress and informal attire frames under the Populist 
Campaigner master frame in a notable frequencies (see Table 4).

In Period 2 (recounts of the votes and İmamoğlu’s wait for the man-
date), again the dominance of the Ideal Candidate master frame can be seen 
(n = 388, 68.4%). However, the determinant broad dimension of this mas-
ter frame was statesmanship (n = 284, 50.1%), which mainly consisted of 
the subdimensions formal attire (n = 90, 15.9%), patriotic symbols (n = 76, 
13.4%) and identifiable entourage (n = 70, 12.4%). The second most found 
broad dimension during this period was mass appeal (n = 121, 21.3%) within 
the Populist Campaigner master frame, which consisted of the subdimen-
sions large audiences (n = 77, 13.6%) and approving audiences (n = 43, 7.6%). 
We think the changes in the choice of Populist Campaigner frames are the 
strong signs of İmamoğlu’s message for Period 2. While he was waiting for the 
recount of the votes and the mandate, he used large and approving audiences 
to reveal the public support for him.

During Period 3 (İmamoğlu’s 20 days in office), an increase in usage of 
the Ideal Candidate master frame continued, with 75.4 percent and 339 total 
frames. The determinant broad dimension of this master frame was statesman-
ship (n = 259, 57.6%), which mainly consisted of the subdimensions formal 
attire (n = 120, 26.7%), patriotic symbols (n = 59, 13.1%) and elected officials 
and other influencers (n = 41, 9.1%). The second most found broad dimension 
was compassion (n = 80, 17.8%). The dominant subdimensions were children 
(n = 24, 5.3%), physical embraces (n = 16, 3.5%), admiring women (n = 15, 
3.3%) and religious symbols (n = 14, 3.1%). The frames of the Ideal Candidate 
reflect the environment in period 3 in which İmamoğlu is officially in office. 
Since he was given the mandate after the recount of the votes, we believe that 
with the chosen frames İmamoğlu’s campaign implied that he was a strong 
representative of the Turkish nation. His image on his profile was of a happily 
married man with children and a loving husband and father, as evidenced by 
photographs of him with his family. Furthermore, he portrayed himself as a 
practising Muslim who embraced a modern lifestyle. As a Muslim-Sunni and 
a happily married man with children, İmamoğlu’s overall image created an 
impression of ‘normality’ on Instagram, in keeping with Turkish heteronor-
mative norms. Therefore, it is distinctive that his Instagram photos, including 
those reflecting family associations within the Ideal Candidate master frame, 
were among the top 10 photos of him that sparked high levels of comments 
and likes.

Lastly, slight changes were observed in Period 4 (election re-run cam-
paigns) in terms of sequencing the broad dimensions, even though the Ideal 
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Candidate (n = 1,104, 51.9%) was still the most dominant master frame 
overall (e.g., Figure 7). However, the broad dimension mass appeal (n = 680, 
32%) within the Populist Campaigner master frame was the most dominant 
dimension in this period with the subdimensions large audiences (n = 356, 
16.7%) and approving audiences (n = 321, 15.1%) similar to Period 2. Because 
Period 4 was the hot phase of the re-run election, increased usage of these 
self-frames could be due to seeking more support from the voters. Here we 
must note that the annulment of the initial election, in which he succeeded 
in March 2019, had an enormous impact on his profile, with his Instagram 
supporters increasing from 49 percent to 57 percent by the end of the elec-
tion re-run (Konda, 2019). In particular, the photos from his ‘never give up’ 
speech on the night his mandate was revoked were among the top 10 photos 
that attained high levels of user engagement; notably, these images fall into the 
Ideal Candidate master frame.

Binali Yıldırım shared images in Periods 1 (initial election campaigns) 
and 4 (election re-run) only (Figure 6 and Table 5). He mainly utilized the Ideal 

Figure 7.  Screenshot of a post by İmamoğlu depicting Ideal Candidate framing 
(compassion dimension–family associations sub-dimension).
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Candidate (n = 17), with the lion’s share of statesmanship (n = 6, 22.2%) and 
compassion (n = 11, 40.7%) during Period 1 similar to İmamoğlu, but reversed 
in terms of the proportions in the broad dimensions (see Tables 4 and 5).

We observed a sharp rise in the frequency of Instagram posts by Yıldırım in 
Period 4 although the dominant master frame was the same as that in Period 1: the 
Ideal Candidate (n = 373, 67.4%). He also shared images that fitted the Populist 
Campaigner master frame (n = 172, 31%). However, unlike İmamoğlu, Yıldırım’s 
self-frame adoption during the hot phase of the re-run election was mainly domi-
nated by the broad dimensions under the Ideal Candidate master frame.

We analysed each candidate’s top 10 Instagram images based on the 
number of likes and comments (Table 6). We observed that, for both candi-
dates, the same image posts received the highest likes and comments.

As illustrated in Table 6, most images that had a high engagement 
were part of the Ideal Candidate master frame. For İmamoğlu, Instagram 
users liked/commented equally on images reflecting the statesmanship 
(n = 8, 27.5%) and compassion (n = 8, 27.5%) dimensions. The most 
popular subdimensions in this category were formal attire (n = 3, 10.3%) 
and identifiable entourage (n = 2, 6.8%). Nevertheless, the photo with 
the highest engagement, i.e. an image depicting Ekrem İmamoğlu and his 
wife and son voting on the final election date, fitted in the family associa-
tions subdimension. However, the Populist Campaigner dimension with 
the highest engagement was ordinariness (n = 9, 31%), with the subdi-
mension informal attire (n = 5, 17.2%).

When analysing Yıldırım’s most engaged-with images, we observed 
that there was a slight difference between the frequency of usage of the Ideal 
Candidate (n = 13, 52%) and the Populist Campaigner (n = 10, 40%) mas-
ter frames. Among Yıldırım’s most engaged photos, informal attire was the most 
frequently occurring subdimension (n =5, 20%). In the photos that reflected this 
dimension, he was mostly depicted without a tie in different scenarios. However, 
his most engaged-with photo portrayed him surrounded by children in bayram; 
this image is considered to be reflective of the Ideal Candidate master frame in 
the compassion dimension.

C o n clusio      n

Despite the increase in political leaders’ use of Instagram to manage their political 
images, there are few studies investigating politicians’ self-framing and self-pre-
sentation and they only focus on Western democracies where there is a relatively 
level playing field for political campaigning (Lalancette and Raynauld, 2019; 
Muñoz and Towner, 2017; Steffan, 2020). Therefore, this study focuses on Turkey, 
a substantially under-studied competitive authoritarian context with a polarized 
media system (see Melek and İşeri, 2021) to explore political leaders’ visual image 
construction through self-framing strategies beyond the context of Western 
democracies. The study uses the eventful 2019 Istanbul mayoral election as a case 
study and examines the Instagram posts of the candidates of the opposition, sec-
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Table 6.  Candidate frames for engagement (top 10 in number of likes and comments).

Master 
Frame

Dimension Subdimension İmamoğlu Yıldırım

f % f %

Ideal 
Candidate

Statesmanship Elected officials and 
other influencers

1 3.4 1 4

Patriotic symbols 1 3.4 2 8
Symbols of progress – – – –
Identifiable entourage 2 6.8 3 12
Campaign 
paraphernalia

– – 1 4

Political hoopla 1 3.4 – –
Formal attire 3 10.3 2 8

Statesmanship 
total

8 27.5 9 36

Compassion Children – – 1 4
Family association 3 10.3 1 4
Admiring woman – – – –
Religious symbols 2 6.8 1 4
Affinity gestures 3 10.3 1 4
Interaction with 
individuals

– – –  

Physical embraces – – –  
Compassion 
total

8 27.5 4 16

Populist 
Campaigner

Mass Appeal Celebrities – – 1 4
Large audiences 2 6.8 1 4
Approving audiences 2 6.8 1 4
Interaction with 
crowds

– – – –

Mass Appeal 
total

4 13.7 3 12

Ordinariness Informal attire 5 17.2 5 20
Casual dress 2 6.8 2 8
Athletic clothing – – – –
Ordinary people 2 6.8 – –
Physical activity – – –  

Ordinariness 
total

9 31 7 28

Other 2 8
  Frame totals 29 100 25 100

ular social democrat CHP’s Ekrem İmamoğlu and incumbent pro-Islamist AKP’s 
Binali Yıldırım (c.f. Melek and Müyesseroğlu, 2021). The study is particularly inter-
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ested in exploring whether the unfair playing field caused by the structural agent 
(i.e. the competitive authoritarian regime and polarized media system) would  
determine the self-framing adoptions of the Turkish candidates compared to 
their Western counterparts.

The study reveals that the candidates mainly presented themselves as the 
Ideal Candidate, as previous research has already noted (Muñoz and Towner, 
2017; Steffan 2020). However, the candidates also shared photos conveying 
the Populist Campaigner at notable frequencies. Similar to previous research 
results, patriotic symbols and formal attire for the Ideal Candidate master frame 
and large audiences and approving audiences for the Populist Campaigner mas-
ter frame had high mean scores (Muñoz and Towner, 2017; Steffan, 2020). On 
the other hand, unlike prior studies (Muñoz and Towner, 2017; Steffan, 2020) 
the religious symbols sub-dimension did not have the lowest mean score; instead 
it had recognizable mean scores for both candidates (see Tables 2 and 3).

İmamoğlu utilized patriotic symbols, formal attire and religious symbols 
more frequently as part of the Ideal Candidate master frame in his Instagram 
images. In addition, he frequently used large audiences, approving audiences 
and informal attire, which fall into the Populist Campaigner master frame. 
İmamoğlu’s Instagram photos appear to be a particularly good fit to strengthen 
his political persona. As a young and less known candidate, he managed to 
reach large audiences and gain a reputation via social media.

Consistent with his political background, Yıldırım frequently conveyed 
the subdimensions of identifiable entourage, formal attire and religious symbols 
as part of the Ideal Candidate master frame. The subdimension children was 
also notable in this master frame, and his most engaged-with photo included 
children, serving the compassion dimension within the Ideal Candidate master 
frame. As for the Populist Campaigner master frame, some of his Instagram 
photos reflected the approving audiences dimension as they portrayed his sup-
porters at public meetings; he used the photos evoking this dimension as one of 
his main campaign strategies. However, the informal attire subdimension was 
also visible in this master frame, as some photos depicted him in suits without a 
tie. When compared with İmamoğlu, we observed that Yıldırım used traditional 
media as the main channel for managing his political campaign. Moreover, there 
was a huge difference between İmamoğlu’s and Yıldırım’s Instagram posting fre-
quency. It is open to discussion whether more frequent Instagram use might 
have a direct effect on engagement and the way a leader is perceived.

This is also one of the first studies to adapt Grabe and Bucy’s (2009) cod-
ing sheet, which was developed for television election coverage to Instagram. 
In addition, the study is one of the few to report from a large sample size of 
2,776 Instagram images and investigate framing strategies in mayoral elections, 
which is a context where self-framing strategies are more distinguishable.

This research is limited to still images. We did not analyse videos or 
image captions/texts, which may enrich the study’s results. Nevertheless, we have 
provided a general idea about how political leaders frame themselves during a 
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highly personalized political communication campaign – the mayoral election 
– by analysing 2,776 Instagram images, which overcome the sample size limi-
tation highlighted by Muñoz and Towner (2017). Moreover, since our case is 
peculiar because of the reasons explained above, the research also sheds light 
on different strategies that were applied in four different time periods. In future 
research, the visual self-framing strategies of politicians during election times in 
similar and different regime types could be investigated to comparatively analyse 
the role of Instagram in political communication. Also, the relationship between 
political participation and exposure to Instagram photos may be questioned. 
Furthermore, future studies should investigate whether exposure to Instagram 
posts has a direct effect on how leaders are perceived. In conclusion, it would be 
worthwhile investigating receivers’ perceptions in addition to self-frames.
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A p p e n di  x

Intercoder reliability

Frame Dimension Variable Krippendorff ’s a

Ideal Candidate
  Statesmanship  
  Elected officials .94
  Patriotic symbols .83
  Symbols of progress 1.0
  Identifiable entourage .84
  Campaign 

paraphernalia
.95

  Political hoopla 1.0
  Formal attire .97
   
  Compassion  
  Children .94
  Family associations 1.0
  Admiring women .96
  Religious symbols .96
  Affinity gestures .70
  Interaction with 

individuals
.70

  Physical embraces .92
   
Populist Campaigner
  Mass Appeal  
  Celebrities .93
  Large audiences .97
  Approving audiences .93
  Interaction with crowds .97
  Ordinariness  
  Informal attire .97
  Casual dress .96
  Athletic clothing .97
  Ordinary people .84
  Physical activity 1.0


