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Abstract

Political polarisation plays a significant role in digital contexts, especially on visually oriented platforms like Instagram. During election campaigns, political actors craft visual narratives to intensify polarisation, fostering allegiance among supporters and hostility toward opponents (Iyengar, et al., 2019). This article examines the strategic use of visual polarisation on Instagram by Spain’s main political parties (PSOE, PP, VOX y SUMAR) and their correspondent leaders during the 2023 general elections. A quantitative content analysis was conducted on N=668 visuals (images only) posted during the two weeks official campaign on the official Instagram profiles. The study focuses on how political actors used visual strategies to convey ideologies, mobilize supporters, and engage in negative campaigning against opponents. Findings indicate that Instagram was employed to mobilize voters through polarisation strategies, such as symbolic resources that reinforced collective identities. Politicians projected positive images to strengthen support while simultaneously promoting divisions via attacks on opponents. This study enhances understanding of visual communication in politics, shedding light on how social media fosters polarisation through strategic visual narratives.
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Resumen

La polarización política desempeña un papel significativo en los contextos digitales, especialmente, en plataformas visuales como Instagram. Durante las campañas electorales, los actores políticos elaboran narrativas visuales para intensificar la polarización, fomentando la lealtad entre los seguidores y la hostilidad hacia los oponentes (Iyengar, et al., 2019). Este artículo analiza el uso estratégico de la polarización visual en Instagram por parte de los principales partidos políticos españoles (PSOE, PP, VOX y SUMAR) y sus correspondientes líderes durante las elecciones generales de 2023. Se realiza un análisis de contenido cuantitativo de N=668 unidades visuales publicadas durante las dos semanas de campaña oficial en los perfiles oficiales de Instagram. El estudio se centra en cómo los actores políticos utilizaron estrategias visuales para transmitir ideologías, movilizar seguidores y realizar campañas negativas contra los oponentes. Los resultados indican que Instagram se empleó, principalmente, para movilizar a votantes mediante estrategias de polarización, como el uso de recursos simbólicos que reforzaron identidades colectivas. Los políticos proyectaron imágenes positivas para fortalecer el apoyo propio, al tiempo que promovían divisiones a través de ataques a sus oponentes. Este estudio mejora la comprensión de la comunicación visual en política, arrojando luz sobre cómo las redes sociales fomentan la polarización mediante narrativas visuales y estratégicas.
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Resumo

Political polarisation plays a significant role in digital contexts, especially on visually oriented platforms like Instagram. During election campaigns, political actors craft visual narratives to intensify polarisation, fostering allegiance among supporters and hostility toward opponents (Iyengar, et al., 2019). This article examines the strategic use of visual polarisation on Instagram by Spain’s main political parties (PSOE, PP, VOX y SUMAR) and their correspondent leaders during the 2023 general elections. A quantitative content analysis was conducted on N=668 visuals (images only) posted during the two weeks official campaign on the official Instagram profiles. The study focuses on how political actors used visual strategies to convey ideologies, mobilize supporters, and engage in negative campaigning against opponents. Findings indicate that Instagram was employed to mobilize voters through polarisation strategies, such as symbolic resources that reinforced collective identities. Politicians projected positive images to strengthen support while simultaneously promoting divisions via attacks on opponents. This study enhances understanding of visual communication in politics, shedding light on how social media fosters polarisation through strategic visual narratives.
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1. Introduction

In the current digital era, images have become powerful tools for interaction between political actors and voters (de-Lima-Santos et al., 2023). Platforms like Instagram have grown exponentially in political communication, especially during election campaigns (Filimonov et al., 2016), becoming one of the most popular social media platforms with 2 billion active users per month (We are social & Meltwater, 2024). Parties and leaders have incorporated Instagram into their routines more professionally (Slimovich, 2020). The platform is vital for connecting with voters, particularly those less politically engaged, such as young people (Pont-Sorribes & Gutiérrez-Rubí, 2020). Instagram’s visual nature and mobile accessibility make it more advantageous than platforms like X or Facebook. This represents a shift towards more spontaneous and natural political communication (Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castaño, 2017), where political imagery is increasingly strategic (Strand & Schill, 2019), pushing the boundaries of traditional political communication (Larsson, 2023).

Instagram’s primary function for political actors is self-promotion, where they share content related to their electoral programs, political agendas, and traditional campaign activities (Russmann & Svensson, 2017). Political actors use Instagram as an informative megaphone or campaign diary, extending offline actions into the digital space (López-Rabadán & Doménech-Fabregat, 2021). Users follow politicians on Instagram mainly for information, highlighting the platform as a key source of political information (Parmelee & Roman, 2019).

Self-promotion allows political leaders to shape public impressions positively through favourable images (Lindholm et al., 2021), helping humanize the candidate (Quevedo-Redondo & Portalés-Oliva, 2017). This leads to a dichotomous strategy, blending extraordinary political life images with ordinary aspects of their private life (Slimovich, 2020; Ekman & Widholm, 2017).

Beyond image management, Instagram has been highlighted as an electoral mobilizing tool (Gamir-Ríos, et al., 2022; Filimonov, et al., 2016), allowing direct connection with citizens and countering media and adversaries’ influence (Stromer-Galley, 2014). Combining images and text creates meaningful connections with the audience, as visuals capture attention and convey persuasive arguments effectively (Enli & Skogerbø, 2013). These messages often reflect the candidates’ political values, eliciting positive reactions. Some strategies intensify emotional components, paving the way for polarization tactics used to differentiate parties and ideologies.

Despite the importance of these strategies and their role in political polarization, few studies focus on this aspect, particularly from a visual perspective on Instagram. While research has focused on self-presentation and visual personalization of political candidates (Egea-Barquero & Zamora-Medina, 2023; Liebhart & Bernhardt, 2017), few have analysed polarization’s visual impact.

This research aims to examine how Instagram promotes polarization strategies, identify the most common visual resources, and understand the communication strategies employed by political actors in Spain during the 2023 general elections. The central purpose of our article is to explore whether political polarization is evident in the communication strategies of political actors and, furthermore, to identify to what extent this political polarization can promote the formation of collective identities associated with the discourse of these actors. In this way, we seek to understand how communicative tactics can reinforce or generate a sense of belonging to certain groups, based on ideological divisions and messages conveyed through visual platforms like Instagram.

1.1 The political polarisation as a communicative strategy in electoral campaigns

Traditionally, political polarization has been understood as the “extreme divergence of political opinions or beliefs between individuals or groups in a society” (Berrocal-Gonzalo et al., 2023:2). The term acquired an ideological perspective, positioning the distance or divergence in the political positions or opinions of individuals within the political system (Layman et al., 2006). However, the integration of personal elements into political communication has added an emotional component, which was absent in traditional politics. Coined by previous literature as affective polarization, this phenomenon involves an emotional division and sentiments towards opposing political groups, which is not necessarily based on ideological differences and results in the creation of high levels of dislike and distrust towards members of the opposing political party (Iyengar et al., 2019).

Digital platforms provide politicians with a tool to share their perspectives and establish a direct connection with voters, often seeking support against their opponents (Boulianne & Larsson, 2023; Elishar-Malka et al., 2020). In this context, negative campaigning – defined as an electoral strategy in which political actors focus their efforts on criticizing, attacking, or undermining their opponents, rather than solely promoting their own proposals or achievements (Marcos-García et al., 2021) – are used with the aim of discrediting the political adversary by highlighting their mistakes, failures, contradictions, or shortcomings. These attacks can target professional aspects of their rivals, such as the adequacy or credibility of a proposal, action, or previous statements made by the attacked actor, or their previously held positions; ideological aspects, such as the values their rivals defend; and even personal aspects, such as individual traits or qualities (García Beaudoux & D’Adamo, 2013). In this way, negative campaigning promotes greater polarization by intensifying ideological divisions and personal animosities, contributing to the creation of an atmosphere of distrust and hostility toward rivals (Nai & Maier, 2021).

Despite the difficulty in identifying the source of affective polarisation, various studies highlight the rise of populism as one of the main factors behind its growth in contemporary societies (Pappas, 2019; Mason, 2018; McCoy & Somer, 2018). Authors like Roberts (2022) emphasise that polarisation may be the most consistent effect of populism, as it is an essential part of its logic in constructing populist subjects. In this regard, Mudde (2004) defines populism as an ideology that morally divides the political spectrum between a virtuous people and a corrupt elite. In a political context defined by progressive party fragmentation and electoral volatility (Gidron et al., 2020), the new rhetoric and communicative strategies of these political actors have contributed to the creation of political identities that transcend traditional ideological differences and accentuate a sense of belonging to a group, the "us," in contrast to the perception of another group, the "them," which is portrayed as a threat (Rebollo-Bueno & Ferreira, 2023). This relationship develops a nearest component when personified in the opposition between "the people" and "the elite," where populist actors advocate for popular sovereignty and reinforce distrust, aversion, and contempt toward the management and ideology of their political opponents (Gidron et al., 2020).

Previous studies show that political polarisation on social media cannot be conceptualised as a unified phenomenon, as there are significant differences between platforms (Yarchi et al., 2021). Despite these differences, researchers agree that one of the most employed polarisation strategies by political actors on some social networks is the mobilisation and participation of the electorate (Stier et al., 2018; Ferra & Karatzogianni, 2017). On the other hand, political actors have sought to bring users closer to their proposals and ideology through messages inviting them to be part of their initiatives and to get involved in campaign development or encouraging them to attend events, volunteer, and even explicitly ask for their vote (Sierra et al., 2022).

However, in the specific case of Instagram, few studies have examined the effectiveness of this social network from the perspective of political polarization (Fernandes et al., 2020; Alarcón Silva & Cárdenas Neira, 2021; de-Lima-Santos et al., 2023). In this regard, Instagram is a priority social network for emotional content, as users tend to reward the emotionality of political leaders in their posts (Bossetta & Schmøkel, 2022). Strategies such as nativism and group thinking are crucial to promote political polarization and hyper-leadership with a simplifying language (Aladro-Vico & Requeijo-Rey, 2020).

This research aims to fill this gap by providing a more comprehensive study focused on Instagram as a strategic tool for political polarisation by the major parties and candidates during the campaign for the general elections in Spain in 2023. We pose the following research questions:

1. RQ1: To what extent did the different Spanish political actors use Instagram visuals to mobilise their followers compared to other uses of the platform?

2. RQ2: Did the different political actors use negative campaigning against their opponents as part of their visual polarisation strategy on Instagram during the campaign?

3. RQ3: Did the different political actors use self-praise to project a positive image among their followers as part of their visual polarisation strategy on Instagram during the campaign?

4. RQ4: Did the political actors participating in this campaign use their thematic agenda strategically to promote political polarisation and attract their supporters?



Following the previously mentioned studies, we assume the hypothesis (H1) that political actors prioritized those visuals including the mobilization use, instead of other uses like information diffusion or social interaction, as an affective polarization in which traits of populist resources (symbolism and antagonism between the people and the elite) were present.

Previous studies show that negative campaigning is a key polarization strategy on social media, used by political actors on social media (Klinger et al., 2023; Jungherr, 2016). This strategy involves promoting one’s image while criticizing opponents’ programs, track records, or mistakes often focusing on both true and false attacks on their character (Nai & Maier, 2021; Marcos-García, et al., 2021). Emerging parties, with shorter histories, typically emphasize opponents’ flaws rather than promoting their own merits, focusing more on criticism than proposals (Valli & Nai, 2020).

Candidates and parties used Instagram during campaigns for negative campaigning, focusing on criticizing opponents’ professional abilities (H2). Positive judgments and praise for achievements, especially by governing parties, were also used to promote their management (H3). Additionally, studies show that the strategic use of the thematic agenda can drive polarization (Gidron et al., 2020; Harteveld, 2021). Conservative leaders emphasize issues like immigration and terrorism, while progressives focus on social policies and corruption, promoting controversial topics to reinforce loyalties and distinguish political groups (Alonso-Muñoz & Casero Ripollés, 2018; Smith, 2015).

It is important to anticipate a different strategic use of Instagram among political actors to differentiate themselves from their adversaries, primarily through their electoral program and political ideology (H4). This differentiation, measured in terms of policy, will prioritise precise programmatic proposals that define the specificity of that political actor.

2. Material and Methods

2.1 Sampling Design

The research sample included the official Instagram accounts of the four main political parties in Spain’s July 23, 2023 general elections (PSOE, PP, VOX, Sumar), which received over 3% of the vote, as well as the profiles of their candidates (Pedro Sánchez, Alberto Núñez-Feijóo, Santiago Abascal and Yolanda Díaz). This sample represented a significant portion of the Spanish political spectrum, excluding smaller regional and minor parties due to their limited national parliamentary influence.

The subject of this analysis is the electoral campaign for the general elections of 2023 in Spain. It is an attractive object of study since the call for elections came unexpectedly when the President of the Government, Pedro Sánchez, facing the decline of its party in the regional and municipal elections in May 2023, decided on May 29 to call general elections for July of that same year, just two months later. The sample includes all Instagram posts from the official profiles of the candidates and political parties during the two-week electoral campaign (July 8–23, 2023). Instagram stories were excluded due to coding difficulties, and only posts from the profiles’ feeds were analysed. The dataset consisted of photographs and videos (57% of the posts were videos), with coding based on the first minute of each video. Most images included captions, which were considered for coding. In posts with multiple photos, only the first image was coded, resulting in a total of N=668 images (Table 1). For the sake of completeness, the coding of this sample was carried out between 1 and 31 August of the same year, 2023, so that later or earlier modifications in the publications of these profiles have not been considered.


Table 1. Sample distribution of Instagram posts by candidates and political parties in Spain during the 2023 electoral campaign (N=668)




	Political actors

	Instagram profile

	Instagram Followers

	Units N = 260

(% of total sample)






	Pedro Sánchez

	@sanchezcastejon

	472.000

	33 (4.9%)




	Alberto Nuñez Feijoó

	@anunezfeijoo

	170.000

	60 (9%)




	Santiago Abascal

	@santi_abascal

	997.000

	143 (21.4%)




	Yolanda Díaz

	@diaz_yolanda_

	350.000

	85 (12.7%)




	PSOE

	@psoe

	154.000

	46 (6.9%)




	PP

	@partidopopular

	171.000

	39 (5.8%)




	VOX

	@vox_es

	753.000

	143 (21.4%)




	SUMAR

	@sumar_oficial

	158.000

	119 (17.8%)






Source: authors’ own compilation.



2.2 Coding and Variables

Following quantitative content analysis parameters, 668 images were coded, with each image serving as the unit of analysis. A detailed set of categories was developed to address the research questions. The analysis differentiated between the accounts of the four political parties and their respective candidates, grouping them into right-wing (PP and VOX) and left-wing (PSOE and Sumar) groups. Formal aspects, such as visual resources and editing, were also analysed.

The functionality of each post, that is, the intention of the image or video, was assessed based on its action, classified into: (1) mobilization to attend congresses or vote, (2) interaction to share posts or related content, and (3) dissemination of information to keep the public informed through press conferences, writings, and other informative documents.

Populist discourse was identified by examining the antagonism between the people and the elite, with types of populism inspired by Mudde’s (2004) research and adapted to the ad hoc survey of our own created for this study. Post-populist discourse has thus been coded according to the connotations it possesses, such as (1) blaming the elite for problems (blaming bureaucratic, political, or economic elites, among others, for the problems faced by ordinary people); (2) questioning the legitimacy of elite decisions (questioning whether the elite is prepared to make decisions, usually through comparisons with previous decisions or actions in private life); (3) calling for resistance against the elite (the population is asked to oppose decisions imposed by the elite); and (4) accusing the elite of betraying the people (elites are accused of going against the interests of citizens, as well as lying in decision-making).

Additionally, this group includes what kind of elite is the criticism aimed at (politicians, the system, bureaucrats, the economic elite, the media, social media owners, or the supranational elite), and the type of references made to the people (whether the post includes references to a “we” or, conversely, if the reference is to a "Dangerous Others," generally minorities or other political groups). Similarly, the strategic use of symbols was recorded, including patriotic symbols, such as the national flag, or religious symbols.

Another important feature has been negative campaigning. Following Marcos-García et al. (2021) negative campaign was measured by differentiating who the attack was directed towards or what mode of criticism was made (attacks on professional competence, ideological position, association with individuals or other parties, future results, moral stance and credibility, appearance or past actions). We also considered the source of the negative action (which candidate or party) and who the target of the criticism was.

The main topics discussed in the publication were coded such as climate change, public health, pensions, and education. These topics were conveyed through textual elements (text, slogans or quotes) and visual elements (photos or graphs). The publication’s goal could be to highlight issues, criticize political opponents, or present solutions.

Before the full coding, a manual pre-test analysis was conducted among six coders using a sample of 67 posts (10%) that were analysed in successive phases to establish the same criteria for analysis. Both the analysis and the pre-test were carried out by researchers both universities. Two meetings were held to explain the variables based on a codebook distributed to each of the coders. Some of the comments made during the coding phases were related to more controversial variables. The pre-test was quite acceptable for nearly all variables (Holsti SR coefficient > 70). Once adequate results from the pre-test were obtained, the global coding of the entire sample was developed.

3. Results

Overall all political actors were active on Instagram during the 2023 electoral campaign (Table 1). Specifically, political parties were slightly more active than candidates (51.9% vs. 48.1%). Among all actors, the presence of Vox (21.4%) and its leader, Santiago Abascal (21.4%), stands out as the most active throughout the campaign. In contrast, the least active on his official profiles was the president himself, Pedro Sánchez (4.9%), and the Partido Popular (5.8%).

From a formal perspective, traditional photos without text predominated (67.2%) compared to images with some short text (28.4%), as well as some graphics or illustrations with text (13.9%), but it was more anecdotal. Additionally, 28.9% included more than one image in a carousel format. However, some significant differences were detected by ideological blocs, as political actors on the left-wing used graphics or illustrations with text in one out of four publications more than their counterparts on the right-wing (25% vs. 7.7%) (χ2: 23.747<.001).

Below are the main results for each research question, starting with the overall findings, followed by differences between the two ideological blocs on the left-right axis.

RQ1: To what extent did the different Spanish political actors use Instagram visuals to mobilise their followers compared to other uses of the platform?

In the context of the electoral campaign, Instagram was primarily used for voter mobilisation (55.1%), with much less emphasis on informational (2.7%) and interactive (1%) purposes. Most mobilisation posts focused on encouraging voting (50.4%) and, to a lesser extent, participating in electoral activities (6%). Both ideological blocs had similar goals, but the right-wing bloc made greater use of mobilisation calls (60.8%) compared to the left-wing bloc (47.3%) (χ2: 11.890<.001). Additionally, calls to vote or vote for a specific party were more frequent in the right-wing bloc than in the left-wing (57.9% vs. 40.3%) (χ2: 20.302<.001).

It is generally observed that 66% of the posts do not exhibit antagonism between the people and the elites in any form, so they could not be included as populist resources. Among the units labelled as populist, there was a significantly greater presence from right-wing political actors (47.8%) compared to those from the left-wing (15.2%) (χ2: 77.257 <.001). Only one in four posts (24%) mentioned alternative groups, particularly political or ideological minorities (21.9%). Furthermore, these data were more evident among the right-wing than the left-wing bloc (31.4% compared to 8.8%) (χ2: 48.754 <.001). In this regard, the right-wing bloc mentions the people as a populist strategy in one out of four publications (29.4%), while the left-wing does so in one out of ten (9.2%) (χ2: 40.242 <.001). Similarly, the right wing tends to blame the elite more (21.6%) than the left wing (3.2%) (χ2: 46.39 <.001).

    Regarding the type of populism, the most notable aspect was blaming the elite for the problems faced by the people (5.9%) and discrediting the elite (5.9%). This also explains the high number of posts with negative campaigning, and how they use it to generate feelings such as anger or shame about the opposing political elites. To a lesser extent, the legitimacy of the decisions made by the elite was questioned (only 2.8%). Likewise, significant differences were detected between ideological blocs: the right-wing blames the elite for the people’s problems more than the left-wing (8.6% vs. 1.1%, χ2: 18.048 <.001). The right-wing accuses the elite of betraying the people more than the left-wing (7.8% compared to 2.1%, χ2: 10.292 <.001) (Figure 1). Additionally, the right-wing questions the legitimacy of the elite to make decisions in some of its publications (4.9%), while the left wing does not use this type of resource (χ2: 14.375 <.001).

    
        Figure 1. Populism that attacks a political position regarding the problems faced by the people

        [image: ]

        Source: @partidopopular, 20/06/2023 (https://bit.ly/3B0JRWx).

Among the criticisms detected, politicians become the primary target (7.6%), both from the right-wing (12.5%) and the left-wing (1.1%) (χ2: 30.09 <.001). Following this, criticisms were directed towards bureaucrats (2.8%), a group mentioned only by the right-wing (4.9%) (χ2: 14.375 <.001), and the media (3%), where PP and Vox direct more critics (4.7%) than the left-wing (0.7%) (χ2: 8.845 <.003).

The use of symbols in posts as a mobilising strategy primarily consisted of patriotic symbols, such as the national flag or coats of arms (30.4%), which generates a patriotic feeling among the public. Half of the publications from the right-wing contain these symbols (49.6%), while leftist parties do so rarely (only 4.2%) (χ2: 158.714 <.001).

RQ2: Did the different political actors use negative campaigning against their opponents as part of their visual polarisation strategy on Instagram during the campaign?

Negativity or attacks in the campaign messages on Instagram were not predominant (31.3%). Most of these attacks were ideological (32.6%), followed by professional attacks (18.6%), and personal attacks (13.9%). It is noteworthy how candidates were slightly more attacked than political parties (16.6% compared to 13.8%). About the ideological spectrum, right-wing political actors made greater use of all types of attacks, primarily targeting ideological positioning (41.6%), thus doubling those used by the left-wing (20.5%) (χ2: 32.917 <.001). Overall, the PSOE received the majority of the criticism from both political groups (18%), with the left-wing targeting it as well (1.8%) (χ2: 87.413 <.001). This trend also appeared in the right-wing, where the PP was the second party to receive the most negative criticism (13.9%) from both the left-wing (23.3%) and right-wing (7%) (χ2: 36.200 <.001). Sumar and Vox did not receive attacks from their counterparts within the same ideological spectrum. Thus, the left-wing actors attacked Vox (13.4%), while the right-wing did not mention this party in its attacks (0%) (χ2: 54.814 <.001). The same happened with Sumar, which did not receive criticism from the left-wing (0%), while it did from the right-wing (9.6%) (χ2: 28.792 <.001).

    Regarding the type of attack, we observe a notable presence of attacks on past political performance or political management (14.8%), which the right-wing uses up to three times more than the left-wing (20% compared to 7.8%) (χ2: 19.313 <.001). Additionally, attacks on credibility, moral positions, or integrity of political actors were present (12.1%), and attacks on their ideological positioning (7.9%) (Figure 2). The left-wing leads by seven points (7.1%) over the right-wing (1.6%) in attacks on future political actions, though both camps show low presence (χ2: 19.313 <.001).

    
        Figure 2. Attack on the ideological positioning of the leader of the Popular Party

        [image: ]

        Source: @yolanda_diaz, 16/07/2023 (https://bit.ly/4hYxniQ).

RQ3: Did the different political actors use self-praise to project a positive image among their followers as part of their visual polarisation strategy on Instagram during the campaign?

Similarly, messages on Instagram helped to project a positive image of the candidate or political party in the form of praises. Most posts included this type of positive judgment (51.3%). Specifically, the most widely used was expressions of applause or gestures of affection from attendees (20.8%), followed by praise regarding future results (16.5%), commendations on the credibility or moral stance of the political actor (10.6%), and even praise for previous political performance (8.5%). The left-wing bloc notably leaned towards the latter type of praise to a greater extent (15.5%), almost five times more than the right-wing (3.4%) (p: 30.957<.001).

Regarding the recipients of these praises, candidates won more of them. Santiago Abascal received the highest praise (40.9%), followed at a considerable distance by Yolanda Díaz (25.9%), Alberto Núñez Feijóo (20.5%) and Pedro Sánchez (19.2%). Among the parties, VOX achieved the highest percentage of praise (11.8%) compared to the others. Additionally, it is worth noting the high rate of praise directed at ordinary individuals (34.6%) and the media (12.4%) (Table 2).


Table 2. Recipients of Praise




	Profiles

	%






	Sánchez

	19,2%




	Feijóo

	20,5%




	Díaz

	25,9%




	Abascal

	40,9%




	Other candidates

	0,3%




	PSOE

	6,3%




	Other politicians from PSOE

	4,8%




	PP

	7%




	Other politicians from PP

	3,9%




	Sumar

	7,2%




	Other politicians from Sumar

	8,4%




	VOX

	11,8%




	Other politicians from Vox

	3,7%




	Other Spanish politicians

	2,2%




	Public administration

	2,2%




	Regional administration

	0,6%




	Foreign politicians

	3,4%




	EU

	3%




	Foreign politicians

	0,4%




	Non-political institutions

	0,6%




	Interest groups

	0,6%




	Companies

	2,4%




	Social movements

	1%




	Minorities

	3,6%




	Illegal armed groups

	1%




	Celebrities

	2,7%




	Ordinary people

	34,6%




	Media

	12,4%




	Others

	0,4%






Source: authors’ own compilation.



If we distinguish between ideologies, Abascal receives the most praise from the right-wing (65.5%), although there is also some praise for Abascal from the left-wing (7.4%) (p: 227.316<.001). Closely following is Díaz, who receives 57.6% of her praises from the left-wing (compared to 2.6% from the right-wing) (p: 257.095<.001). Surprisingly, Núñez Feijóo received praise not only from the right-wing (25.5%) but also from the left-wing (13.8%) (p: 13.634<.001). Regarding Sánchez, there was no significant difference in the praises he received between the two blocs. Contrarily, the media received praise from all political actors, although it was more pronounced from the right-wing (15.6% compared to 8.1%) (p: 8.336<.004).

RQ4: Did the political actors participating in this campaign use their thematic agenda strategically to promote political polarisation and attract their supporters?

Regarding the thematic agenda in the images, candidates and political parties emphasised content mostly related to activities stemming from the electoral campaign (42.5%), followed by original material directly from the campaign (21.3%). To a lesser extent, the topic of the posts focused on working with the media (12.9%), followed by units dedicated to projecting the political positioning of the political actors (8.2%) (Table 3).


Table 3. Topics present in the image




	Post topic

	%






	Resources for the campaign

	21,3%




	Election results

	0,9%




	Electoral campaign

	45,2%




	Contact with voters

	4,8%




	Celebrity endorsements

	0,9%




	Support from sympathizers

	3,3%




	Work with the media

	12,9%




	Television debate

	5,1%




	Political positioning

	8,2%




	Private history

	1,9%




	Everyday politics

	3,3%




	Negative campaign

	4%




	Business trips

	0,7%




	Places to visit

	1%






Source: authors’ own compilation.



The most significant difference between ideological groups emerges in the strategic topics (policy) used. While the left-wing prioritised policies focused on welfare (27.6%) and the rights of individuals (20.5%), the right-wing presented a more diverse thematic approach such as welfare (14%) shared prominence with crime (12.2%), agriculture (9.4%), and delinquency (8.8%) (Table 4).


Table 4. Types of strategic content




	Type of policy

	Left-wing block

	Right-wing block

	χ2






	Welfare

	27.6%

	14.0%

	18.848**




	Rights of people

	20.5%

	7.5%

	24.193**




	Employment

	18.4%

	4.9%

	31.014**




	Crime

	0.7%

	12.2%

	31.741**




	Gender Policy

	12.7%

	5.5%

	11.034**




	LGTBIQA+

	10.2%

	3.4%

	13.068**




	Agriculture

	0.4%

	9.4%

	25.236**




	Delinquency

	0.0%

	8.8%

	26.332**




	Migration

	0.4%

	7.0%

	18.013**




	Environmental policy

	8.5%

	3.4%

	8.121*




	Immigration

	0.4%

	6.5%

	16.439**




	Transport and infrastructure

	0.4%

	4.2%

	9.509**




	Defence

	0.0%

	3.6%

	10.511**




	Immigrant crime

	0.0%

	2.9%

	8.221*






Source: authors’ own compilation.



4. Discussion and conclusions

This research provides various original and significant contributions regarding the presence of visual polarisation strategies in the Instagram use among political actors during the electoral campaign for the 2023 general elections in Spain.

First, results demonstrate that political actors use Instagram predominantly to mobilise the electorate. All political actors, especially those aligned with the right-wing, agree on exploiting Instagram’s potential to engage voters, explicitly requesting their votes and encouraging participation in campaign events. This strategy aligns Instagram with other social media platforms, where previous studies have also observed similar dynamics, using these platforms as essential tools to disseminate their messages, generate debate, and foster civic participation.

Through these visuals, they aim to connect directly with voters, influencing their opinions and motivating them to actively participate in the elections, whether through voting or supporting specific initiatives or campaigns. This confirms the first hypothesis (H1), which suggested that calls for mobilization and voter participation in campaign events played a primary role in the strategies of political actors, overtaking other actions such as interaction or information dissemination.

Second, findings indicate that, unexpectedly, populist narratives played a secondary role in the 2023 electoral campaign. Among the two ideological groups analysed, the right-wing political actors employed this resource mainly to blame the political elites represented by their opponents for the problems facing the people, aligning with previous studies (Gidron et al., 2020).

Alongside this trend, polarization strategies use symbols as a key resource to reinforce collective identities and consolidate cohesion within groups. These symbols help simplify political messages and strengthen the sense of belonging. In this context, right-wing parties took advantage of Instagram’s visual elements to disseminate national symbols, such as the flag, with the aim of reaffirming their identity and values of Instagram’s visuals to share national symbols, such as the national flag.

Third, this study demonstrates the presence of negative campaigning as a strategy for the visual polarisation of political actors on Instagram due to It shows how political actors take advantage of the disintermediation offered by social networks to attack, criticise, and express their dissatisfaction and disagreement regarding their opponents (Jungherr, 2016). Three factors affect this strategy: the type of political actor, the ideology, and the background. First, negative campaigning serves as a preferred mechanism for criticising political leaders over parties, thus enhancing the personalisation of politics, where, in this case, attacks increasingly focus on individuals and their traits and capacities rather than on political parties, ideologies, or collective groups. Regarding the ideological axis, political actors allied with the right-wing exploit criticism in their messages more than the rest. This is a distinct dynamic from that observed on other key social media such as Facebook, where left-wing parties most frequently employ attacks in their digital communication strategies. Finally, the focus of the criticisms concentrates on the traditional parties instead of the extreme parties.

Conversely, the results demonstrate a similar strategy in the type of attack employed by political actors, focusing on the professional profiles of their adversaries and their ideological or moral values. Far from commenting on the character or personal traits of their rivals, political actors use Instagram to launch direct attacks on their programs, backgrounds, or mistakes they may have made in their professional roles (Marcos-García et al., 2021), thus confirming the second hypothesis of this research (H2).

Our fourth finding reveals the presence of achievements and praises in the messages of political actors as a strategy for visual polarisation on Instagram. It is observed that the posts shared by parties and leaders intended to launch a positive image of themselves, mainly showcasing the recognition, affection, and support from their followers or close groups. These results align with studies by Lindholm et al. (2021) and Quevedo-Redondo and Portalés-Oliva (2017), which identify Instagram as a preferred social network for projecting political leadership. The results point to Abascal and Díaz as the candidates who received the most praise, which differs from previous studies suggesting that newly emerged political actors refuse to concentrate their strategy on their achievements, which are generally fewer than those obtained by traditional parties (Valli & Nai, 2020). These results partially differ from H3, where parties on the left-wing – PSOE and Sumar – were expected to exploit this strategy more than the rest. While both share a significant amount of praise for their government’s management, the focus of compliments during the 2023 electoral campaign goes to the candidate of Vox.

The final contribution of this research refers to the thematic agenda, revealing both similarities and differences among the various ideological groups. Both left and right-wing parties and candidates agree on strategically using Instagram for political purposes, focusing their posts on aspects related to power dynamics and competition, concentrating on issues related to the electoral campaign, political debates, or negotiations between parties. This strategy contradicts H4, which expected political actors to seek to differentiate themselves from their opponents primarily through their electoral program and ideology. However, when they focus on politics, more significant ideological differences were found. According to previous literature, while progressive parties and leaders emphasise issues related to the welfare state and civil rights, conservative representatives prioritised crime as a topic (Alonso-Muñoz & Casero Ripollés, 2018). These latter topics gain prominence in VOX’s profile, which mobilised fear and concern around national security and cultural identity by emphasising the perception of insecurity in Spain, often associated with immigration.

Despite the results, it is important to note the limitations of this research. The absence of Instagram stories, which are only available for 24 hours, limited access to all content shared by political parties and leaders, potentially missing distinctions not captured in this study. Additionally, considering the impact of populist narratives on the growth of polarisation, this research has focused on one of its essential characteristics: identifying antagonism between the people and the elite. However, it would be interesting to explore other aspects, such as message framing or underlying motivations.

The relevance of the findings obtained and the appropriateness of the analysed period represents a novel contribution and emphasizes that the use of Instagram depends on various factors that lead political actors to lean more towards specific polarisation strategies in their electoral communication. This study contributes to the literature on visual political communication and deepens our understanding of social media’s role in polarization, especially Instagram. It highlights the role of images in division and the need for further exploration of media strategies in a polarized society.
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