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This paper focuses on the Autonomous Region of Andalusia (Spain), and analyses
messages posted in 2020 on the Instagram profiles of the by-then five main polit-
ical parties of the region: Partido Popular, Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol,
Ciudadanos, Vox, and Adelante Andalucia. Through a content analysis of the 1,805
posts published during the pandemic year of 2020, we study the degree of inter-
active communication of these parties (by using indicators that are both primary
and secondary) as well as the main topics and purposes of the political posts in
each profile. Results point to a lack of genuine interaction, a primary focus on the
economy and health as main topics, and the positioning of individual politicians
or parties as predominant purposes of the posts. These results are discussed on the
grounds of the literature on Instagram political communication, and the theory of
social media interactivity.
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Este articulo se centra en la Comunidad Auténoma de Andalucia (Espaia), y anali-
za mensajes publicados durante 2020 en los perfiles en Instagram de los que por
entonces eran los cinco principales partidos politicos de la regién: Partido Popular,
Partido Socialista Obrero Espafol, Ciudadanos, Vox, y Adelante Andalucia. Me-
diante un analisis de contenido de los 1.805 posts publicados durante el afio de la
pandemia, estudiamos el grado de comunicacion interactiva de esos partidos
(usando indicadores tanto primarios como secundarios), asi como los principales
temas y funciones de los posts politicos en cada perfil. Los resultados indican una
falta de interacciéon genuina, una atencién primordial a la economia y la salud
como temas principales, y el posicionamiento de politicos individuales o partidos
como fines predominantes de las publicaciones. Estos resultados son discutidos en
funcién de la literatura sobre comunicacion politica en Instagram y la teoria de la
interactividad en redes sociales.
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Introduction

Instagram has emerged as a relevant platform for the study of election campaigns

(Filimonov et al., 2016). Even though the literature shows a certain body of results re-

garding political strategies and communication on this social networking site (hence-

forth, SNS), scientific research on Instagram is still limited compared to the abundant

production focused on social sites such as Facebook and Twitter—in fact, Twitter is the
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SNS which has attracted most scholarly attention, and it is considered the political
SNS par excellence (Enli and Skogerbg, 2013; Filimonov et al., 2016; Garcia Ortega &
Zugasti Azagra, 2014). In the particular case of Spain, a country where social media
have become a fundamental tool for political communication (Ruiz del Olmo & Bustos
Diaz, 2016), academic publications regarding the political use of Instagram have been,

however, scarce (Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castafio, 2017).

Moreover, research on Instagram political communication tends to focus on can-
didate profiles, and rarely on political party accounts. Another shortcoming of existing
literature is that most research is conducted within national contexts, hence neglect-
ing the study of political communication in regional or local contexts. Given this state
of affairs, this paper aims to enhance the knowledge on SNS political communication
by focusing on the Instagram behaviour of five mainstream political parties from the
Spanish region of Andalusia. Our main research objectives are to analyse whether the
Instagram profiles of Andalusian parties are truly interactive—hence leading parties to
making a connection with, and responding to, citizens—as well as the main themes
and purposes fulfilled by their posts. To do so, it is necessary to review first the main
findings regarding Instagram political use, as well as the theory of SNS interactivity.

Literature review and theoretical framework

Studies related to political communication on Instagram point to the increasing im-
portance of candidates on this SNS (Grusell & Nord, 2020; Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019;
Pineda et al., 2022). A study by Mireille Lalancette and Vincent Raynauld (2017) re-
garding Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau concluded that the politician’s im-
ages were part of a growing personalisation campaign. There is also a certain level of
interest in associating the image of the “ideal candidate” with familiar, personal traits,
as evidenced by Caroline Lego Mufioz and Terri L. Towner (2017) in their analysis of
US primaries. In Sweden, Kirill Filimonov et al. (2016) found that candidates had a
strong visual presence, yet did not reveal much about their private lives, but instead
showed settings related to their professional life. Similarly, a study by Mattias Ekman
and Andreas Widholm (2017) regarding the sixteen Swedish political Instagram pro-
files with the most followers showed a lack of images related to the politicians’ private
lives. In any case, it seems that a candidate’s prominence generates more engagement
than other types of images on Instagram; this has been shown by Yilang Peng’s (2021)
analysis of images of US candidates, which concludes that the audience tends to react
positively to images where a politician’s face is identified, and specifically where the

politician expresses some emotion.
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Regarding the country we are focusing on, Spain, accumulated knowledge indic-
ates some trends in candidate representation as well. Pablo Lopez-Rabadan and Hugo
Doménech-Fabregat (2018, p. 1026) report that the image projected by leaders on Ins-
tagram during the Catalan independence conflict reflected, among other aspects, an
“intense dynamic of personalisation” and a “positive emotional appeal”. In their study
on Spanish representatives, David Selva-Ruiz and Lucia Caro-Castafio point out that
new political parties such as Podemos (We can) and Ciudadanos (Citizens) use Ins-
tagram in a way that is more personalised than that of traditional parties, yet “even
though there are many publications characterised by proximity and informality, there
is still a certain rigidity typical of other media” (2017, p. 913). In a similar vein, a study
carried out one year before the 2016 election regarding Ciudadanos’s former leader
Albert Rivera, shows that most publications referred to his work as a politician, yet
20% showed his more personal side (Veréon Lassa & Pallarés Navarro, 2017). During
the 2015 and 2016 general elections, Raquel Quevedo-Redondo and Marta Portalés
Oliva (2017) found that, as elections approached, candidates increased the number of
posts as an ongoing campaign strategy and noted that presidential candidates pub-
lished seven times more personal-emotional posts than those involving a call-to-vote.
Also, regarding these elections, Silvia Marcos Garcia and Laura Alonso Mufioz (2017)
found that content in private or personal contexts is nearly non-existent on the ac-
counts of the main national political parties and their respective leaders, yet at the
same time, the purpose of humanising politics is a priority. Nevertheless, more recent
research suggests that Spanish candidates show a more professional, less humanised
profile on Instagram (Bellido-Pérez & Gordillo-Rodriguez, 2022).

Personalisation is not the only variable analysed in the Instagram literature. Stu-
art J. Turnbull-Dugarte (2019) studied the use of Instagram by Spanish parties during
the 2015 and 2016 elections and concluded that the most highly promoted candidate of
the four main figures was Rivera, with new parties Podemos and Ciudadanos being
the most efficient in terms of engagement, both on party and candidate profiles. In
terms of the posts’ purposes, none of the parties used Instagram as a way of systemat-
ically communicating their policy positions, and Podemos was the only one that was
more likely to use it to mobilise its voters and gain support. However, Antonio Pineda
et al.’s (2022, p. 1151) analysis of the profiles of Spanish candidates in the 2018 An-
dalusian election partially contradicts Turnbull-Dugarte’s results: the former found
that new parties use Instagram to a lesser extent than traditional parties. In fact, there
is a clear ideological distinction in this regard, as the political right publishes more of-
ten than the left. Also, regarding new politics and parties, Vox has been studied by Eva
Aladro Vico and Paula Requeijo Rey (2020) pertaining to its Instagram activity in the
28 April 2019 general election. The authors point out that the main issues addressed by
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Vox two months before the election focused on the subjects of danger-enemy, separat-
ist nationalism, feminism, Islam, immigration, and women. On the other hand, accord-
ing to a study by John Parmelee and Nataliya Roman (2020), posts by leaders who are
ideologically similar to the users who participated in the survey on which their study
was based, are the main influence on their opinions. Additionally, some Instagram-re-
lated studies performed in recent years (Pineda et al., 2020; Russmann and Svensson,
2017; Verén Lassa and Pallarés Navarro, 2017) confirm that political parties are still
not taking advantage of the interactive capabilities of SNSs—a hint which leads us to

the theoretical framework of our research.

The theory used in this article relies on the concept of interactivity applied to SNS
communication. Interactivity is a media-specific feature of ICT (Vergeer et al., 2011) as
well as a recurrent element when considering the political opportunities of the Inter-
net. In fact, theorising on the web’s political possibilities has revolved around concepts
such as proximity, dialogue, and horizontal relationships. The idea of a potential in-
crease in direct voter contact (Powell & Cowart, 2003), or the perception of the web as
a development that facilitates participation and engagement in the political process
(Bekafigo & McBride, 2013; Vergeer et al,, 2011), can be connected to the notion of
open and equal deliberation, which is linked to techno-enthusiasm (Loader & Mercea,
2011)—as early as the year 2000, Jennifer Stromer-Galley referred to the Internet as a
“magic elixir” toward which scholars looked in order to “reinvigorate the masses to
participate in the process of government” (2000, p. 113). The techno-optimist perspect-
ive somehow persisted in later publications, where it was stated, for example, that SNS
comments comprise a tool leading to more participatory politics (Serfaty, 2012). In-
deed, in a context in which web 2.0 applications are seen “as providing new opportun-
ities to positively increase dialogue between people” (Vergeer & Hermans, 2013, p.
400), SNSs have an inherent potential to provide horizontal communication and user-
generated content, thereby distancing themselves from traditional mass communica-

tion and favouring one-to-one engagement.

Pertaining to online political communication, interactivity is believed to exist
when there is dialogue between public representatives and citizens beyond the simple
transmission of information, or, in other words, “user-to-user interaction” (Small,
2011, p. 887), which, according to Darren G. Lilleker (2016), is the most attractive and
democratic type of interactivity. In any case, the literature has categorised the inter-
active possibilities offered by the internet to political communication. Sally J. McMil-
lan (2002a) uses expressions such as user-to-system, user-to-document, and user-to-
user; focusing on the latter, she proposes four types of interactivity: monologue and

feedback (both of which are one-way communication); responsive dialogue and mu-
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tual discourse (both two-way communication) (McMillan, 2002b). S. Shyam Sundar,
Sriram Kalyanaraman and Justin Brown (2003) propose the concepts of both func-
tional and contingency views. The former refers to the web’s ability to facilitate dia-
logue through diverse functions, but not to how this is carried out; the contingency
view distinguishes three levels: (1) two-way/non-interactive communication, when
messages flow both ways; (2) reactive communication, when messages respond to im-
mediately preceding messages; and (3) interactive/responsive communication, when
messages relate to several messages preceding them. A few years later, Paul Ferber et
al. (2007) broadened this model by adding a third user, from which they suggest two
additional modes: controlled response and public discourse, the latter being the
highest expression of interactivity. Based on this proposal, Lilleker (2015) developed a
scale from 1 to 10 to measure the level of interactivity of a website on the grounds of
the audience’s control of the message. In the specific context of SNSs, Pablo Lopez-Ra-
badan and Claudia Mellado (2019) developed a useful classification based on the level
of interactivity: at the lowest level is the approach strategy, which includes mechan-
isms like hashtags and links; at the intermediate level is the invitation to dialogue,
with actions such as liking, retweeting, and mentioning; at the highest level is dia-
logue itself, which refers to a conversational exchange between users where a coher-

ent dialogue is developed through mentions.

Research aims and questions

Taking into account the literature review and theoretical framework, our paper aims
to fill three research gaps. First, the fact that most research deals with the image of
candidates on Instagram; hence, our paper analyses whether political parties, instead
of individual politicians, establish interactive communication with their audience.

Second, our study attempts to fill a gap regarding the analysis of political inter-
activity on Instagram, which still remains scarce (Pineda et al., 2022), particularly in

comparison with candidate representation.

Third, by focusing on a regional political context, our research fills a gap in the
literature on Instagram use, since most research is conducted within a national con-
text. In order to do so, the Spanish region of Andalusia has been chosen as context:
Andalusia is Spain’s most populous region—in 2020, it had a population of 8,464,411
inhabitants of a total of 47,450,795 people in the entire country, nearly a fifth of the
national population (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica [INE], 2020)—and it is character-
ized by a quite widespread SNS use: 64.6% of the population are digital users, hence
being above the national average (63.2%) (INE, 2022). In particular, Instagram is a key
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platform in Andalusia: Malaga and Seville are among the five Spanish cities with more
Instagram profiles (The Social Media Family, 2020)—a practice which is especially pop-
ular among young people: Andalusians below 18 use Instagram more than any other
platform (Consejo Audiovisual de Andalucia [CAA], 2020). Thus, the fact that parties
are interested in reaching both current and future voters may explain why it is impor-
tant to study Instagram regarding Andalusian politics. Besides, Andalusia is politically
noteworthy, since it is currently composed of a multi-party political system resulting
from the rise of new parties and coalitions since 2014. Moreover, at the 2018 regional
election, it was the first Spanish community to bring radical-right party Vox into par-
liamentary politics—besides ousting the Socialist government from power, which had
ruled the region for decades: after the election, a coalition formed by the conservative
Partido Popular (Popular Party), the right-libertarian Ciudadanos, and national-popu-
list Vox, governed the region for a period and established a formula which was later

replicated in other autonomous communities.

To approach the analysis of Instagram dialogical use by Andalusian parties, our
secondary objectives pertain to interactivity, topics, and purposes of political posts,
hence aiming to observe whether there is true dialogue with citizens (or failing that,
an approximation to dialogue), and whether parties communicate in order to get

closer to citizens.

These objectives—as well as theoretical distinctions regarding interactivity levels
(Lopez-Rabadan & Mellado, 2019)—lead us to formulate the following research ques-
tions (RQs):

RQ1. Which Andalusian political parties use Instagram most frequently?

RQ2. Is there genuine dialogue with citizens through the Instagram profiles of An-
dalusian parties?

RQ3. Are there differences between Andalusian parties regarding the use of mechan-

isms for inviting dialogue on Instagram?

RQ4. Are there differences between Andalusian parties pertaining to the use of
mechanisms for approaching dialogue on Instagram?

RQ5. Which topics are most used in Andalusian parties’ Instagram communication?
RQ6. Which are the main purposes of Andalusian parties’ Instagram posts?

On the grounds of literature indicating a low level of SNS political interactivity in
Spain (Cebrian Guinovart et al., 2013; Criado et al., 2013; Pineda et al., 2021; Ramos-
Serrano et al., 2018; Zugasti Azagra & Pérez Gonzalez, 2015), and on Instagram in par-
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ticular (Pineda et al., 2022; Ver6n Lassa & Pallarés Navarro, 2017)—a scarcity of Ins-
tagram dialogue which is also found in countries like Sweden (Russmann and Svens-
son, 2017)—the following hypothesis (H) can be formulated as an answer to RQ2:

H1. Andalusian political parties do not use Instagram in an interactive way.

Method

Instagram has been chosen as an object of research and sampling mainly due to its ex-
traordinary popularity: with two billion active users per month (The Social Media
Family, 2022), it provides an enticing audience for politicians. Moreover, this SNS has
experienced the strongest growth in Spanish political communication, ranking second
among the most consulted sites with a share of 51.2% (AIMC, 2019). According to The
Social Media Family (2022), Instagram is also preferred by young people, as 64.17% of
Instagram’s Spanish users are between 18 and 39 years of age. It is also the most
trusted SNS among university students as well (Shane-Simpson et al., 2018). As Span-
ish politicians have been courting young voters through SNSs for years by adopting a
trend that started with Obama’s 2008 campaign (Garcia Orta, 2011), using Instagram is
simply another step forward in this regard. Another factor that makes Instagram an
interesting site is its semiotic nature, characterised by the predominance of images
over text, which further enhances its ability to personalise parties and give more space

to emotional communication.

Quantitative content analysis—which has already been utilised to study political
messages on Instagram (Bast, 2021)—is used as data-gathering technique (Krippen-
dorff, 2004). Operationalisation of analytical variables focuses on quantifying the num-
ber of posts made by each party, the topics covered in the posts, the main purposes
served, and a series of variables related to party-citizen interactivity. The latter have
been operationalised on the basis of work by José Juan Verdn Lassa and Sandra Pal-
larés Navarro (2017), Manuel Jesus Cartes Barroso (2018), and principally, Lopez-Ra-
badan and Mellado (2019), with their distinction between high, intermediate, and low
interactivity. Among these, the @-reply resource works as the basic indicator of inter-
action, a type of response that has already been used as an indicator of dialogue in
SNSs in general (Ahmed & Skoric, 2014; Cebrian Guinovart et al., 2013; Criado et al.,
2013; Zugasti Azagra & Pérez Gonzalez, 2015)—and in Instagram in particular (Pineda
et al., 2022)—and has been found to be the highest level of interactivity and dialogue
(Lopez-Rabadan and Mellado, 2019). To measure dialogue, we have also used two vari-
ables with a low level of interactivity: firstly, the presence and number of hashtags
and links, which indicate a strategy for approaching dialogue; secondly, a medium-
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level interactivity variable: the number of mentions—a resource that corresponds to
the invitation to dialogue (Lopez-Rabadan and Mellado, 2019).

Making topics and purposes operational has relied on the analytical work of Todd
Graham et al. regarding SNSs and politics (2013)—this study, related to the British con-
text, has also been taken into account when operationalising interactivity-related vari-
ables—in addition to categories derived from Aladro Vico and Requeijo Rey’s work
(2020) on Instagram in Spain, and Francisco Javier Ruiz del Olmo and Javier Bustos
Diaz’s (2016) on political communication, in order to adjust our analytical construct to
the Spanish context. For a complete list of the categories that make up the interactiv-
ity, thematic content, and purposes variables, see Tables 2-5.

This analytical construct has been applied to a sample of posts collected from the
official Instagram profiles of the five parties which had parliamentary seats in the
Autonomous Community of Andalusia in 2020. To begin with, Partido Popular An-
daluz (Andalusian Popular Party, PP-A), which governs Andalusia from 2019 as the re-
gional branch of the national Partido Popular (PP)—a 1989 re-foundation of Alianza
Popular (People’s Alliance), which was originally founded in 1976 by post-Francoist
proto-parties. Today, it stands as a traditionalist conservative party. The second most
powerful Andalusian party is center-left Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol de An-
dalucia (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party of Andalusia, PSOE-A), the regional branch
of the Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party, PSOE),
which is the oldest Spanish political party. PSOE-A ruled Andalusia for a very long
time (1978 to 2019), and it is ideologically progressive and pro-European. New parties
include, on the one hand, right-wing libertarian Ciudadanos Andalucia (Citizens An-
dalusia, Cs-A), the Andalusian branch of national party Ciudadanos (Citizens), which
was founded in 2006 as a Catalonian anti-independentist party. Although it was mar-
keted as centrist, Ciudadanos tried to lure libertarian-conservative voters, and moved
to the right—in fact, Cs-A governed Andalusia with the PP-A between 2019 and 2022.
Another rising party is nationalist-populist radical-right Vox-Andalucia (Vox-An-
dalusia, Vox-A), the regional arm of Vox, which was founded in 2013 and entered the
Spanish parliament in 2019, right after entering the Andalusian parliament that same
year—what is more, Vox-A supported the PP-A/Cs-A coalition after the 2018 Andalus-
ian election, being the first time a government was supported by the far-right after the
restoration of democracy in Spain. The fifth political force in our sample is left-wing
electoral coalition Adelante Andalucia (Andalusia Forward, Adelante-A), which com-
prises several organizations, of which we will focus on the three most important. First,
left-wing party Podemos Andalucia (We Can Andalusia, Podemos-A), the Andalusian

division of parent organization Podemos (We Can)—a left-populist party founded in
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2014, which experimented a very quick rise, and even co-governed Spain between
2019 and 2023 with the PSOE and other leftist parties. Second, communist-leaning
party Izquierda Unida Andalucia (United Left Andalusia, IU-A)—national-level organ-
ization Izquierda Unida (United Left, IU) is a political coalition founded in 1986; along-
side Podemos, it joined the 2019-2023 progressive Spanish government. Third, hard-
left environmentalist-socialist movement Anticapitalistas Andalucia (Anti-capitalists
Andalusia, Anticapitalistas-A) belongs to a Spanish movement founded in 1995; des-
pite joining Podemos in 2015, Anticapitalistas has worked as an independent party
since 2020.

The aim of this multi-party selection was to avoid the traditional Andalusian two-
party system by including both new and old organisations, and to highlight the
sample’s ideological diversity, including parties occupying the anti-capitalist portion
of the political spectrum (e.g. Anticapitalistas-A), traditional conservatives (PP-A),
centrist social-democrats (PSOE-A), centre-right libertarians (Cs-A), progressive left-
ists (Podemos-A), and radical-right national-populists (Vox).

From the official profiles of these parties—@psoedeandalucia, @ppandaluz,
@ciudadanosandalucia, @andalucia_Vox, @adelanteandalucia, @podemos_and,
@iuvandalucia and @Anticapi_andalucia—we collected the 1,805 posts that were pub-
lished throughout 2020, hence comprising the total universe of posts during the
study’s time frame—in this sense, sampling periods that go beyond specific electoral
contexts fit well with a research object like SNSs, which imply a continuous commu-
nication effort during non-election periods as well'. Furthermore, and regarding con-
text, this study covers the entire year of 2020, a period characterised by the global
pandemic caused by COVID-19 in which SNSs became a primary source of informa-
tion for citizens, and gave them a voice to communicate their fears and doubts in the
face of an unprecedented health emergency.

After carrying out a first two-coder test conducted by a postgraduate student and
a PhD research assistant, most of the tested variables yielded a maximum average reli-
ability index (o = 1, applying Krippendorff's alpha?®), with the exception of the pres-
ence of links (0.62), mentions (0.72), and purpose (0.74) variables. Since these variables
were below what is usually considered minimum reliability standards in content ana-
lysis (o = 0.80), a second two-coder test was conducted after a meeting in which

' The Instagram “Stories” format was discarded because sampling was performed after the publication of party

messages, and stories only last for 24 hours, which is stated by Instagram itself (about.instagram.com). Posts re-
main on the site, thus being much more reliable for sampling.

As Krippendorff himself states, the alpha coefficient is “the most general agreement measure with appropriate re-
liability interpretations in content analysis”, and it is applied to show “by how much the data deviate from the
ideal of perfect reliability and whether this deviation is above or below accepted reliability standards” (2004, p.
221).
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coders received additional instructions on variable interpretation. As a result, almost
all abovementioned variables obtained an average reliability of o = 1, with the @men-
tions variable obtaining o = 0.82. Coding was performed by a PhD research assistant
who had received specific training, and who also collected the posts manually under
the supervision of the authors of this paper. The data was collected and coded between
22 June and 27 December 2021.

Results

The frequency of publication of each party can be seen in Table 1, where Vox, with
483 posts, is the party that published most on Instagram in 2020, whereas traditional
party the PSOE-A, posted the least (89). Near the middle of the table, right-wing
parties such as (Cs-A) and those of the left-wing (Anticapitalistas-A, Adelante-A),

have similar posting frequencies (around 8%).

Party Frequency %
Vox 483 26.8
Podemos Andalucia 353 19.6
Partido Popular Andaluz 289 16
Anticapitalistas Andalucia 157 8.7
Adelante Andalucia 155 8.6
Ciudadanos Andalucia 153 8.5
Izquierda Unida Andalucia 126 7
PSOE de Andalucia 89 4.9
Total 1805 100

Table 1. Number of posts (frequency and percentages)

Regarding interactivity, we have taken into account both the basic indicator of in-
teraction in SNSs, or in other words, the direct response to users regarding the com-
ments of the post through the @-reply and other secondary indicators of interactivity,
like the presence of hashtags, links, and mentions (Table 2). According to the results of
replies to comments, Andalusian parties show an overwhelmingly strong, zero level of
interactivity with their Instagram followers: there is a complete absence of replies to

users’ comments from all parties.
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Party @-replies Mentions Hashtags  Links
Vox 0 899 2,701 0
Podemos Andalucia 0 350 281 76
Partido Popular Andaluz 0 181 3,869 0
Ciudadanos Andalucia 0 161 257 0
IU Andalucia 0 25 254 1
Adelante Andalucia 0 18 53 2
Anticapitalistas Andalucia 0 11 312 2
Total 0 1,681 7,859 81

Table 2. Interactivity indicators (frequencies)

According to what Lopez-Rabadan and Mellado (2019) classify as mechanisms for
approaching dialogue (the lowest level of interactivity), such as hashtags and links, the
vast majority of posts contain hashtags. We can observe this tendency in Figure 1,
which indicates the percentage of posts using one of these mechanisms over the total
of a party’s publications. However, hashtags are not popular in the cases of two left-
wing parties: Adelante-A, where 75.5% of the posts were published without hashtags,
and Podemos-A, with 51.8% of publications lacking this resource. On the opposite side
of the ideological spectrum, the high number of posts with hashtags by radical-right
Vox stands out (91.1%), closely followed by the conservative PP-A (90.7%). Moreover,
and as Table 2 indicates, the PP-A is also the party with the highest total number of
hashtags, 3,869, more than a thousand hashtags more than Vox.

To exemplify the large number of hashtags used by the PP-A, Figure 2 shows a
post about the measures taken to mitigate the third wave of the coronavirus, which

contains 29 hashtags.
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Figure 2. (PP de Andalucia, 2020)
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It is also worth mentioning the huge quantitative leap between these right-wing
parties and the party with the third highest number of hashtags: far-left Anticapitalis-
tas-A, with only 312. With regard to links as a mechanism for approaching dialogue,
their use is very limited, as only four of the eight parties analysed ever used them—
Adelante-A, Anticapitalistas-A, IU-A, and Podemos-A; all of them left-wing. Podemos-
A stands out among them, using links in 21.3% of its posts. Pertaining to mentions as a
mechanism for inviting dialogue, Vox is the party that used this resource the most (on
899 occasions), followed far behind by Podemos-A (350). Figure 1, which comparat-
ively depicts the use of these resources in detail, shows a certain uniformity in the ac-
counts of parties such as Cs-A, Podemos-A and PP-A, which have used mentions in
nearly half of their publications. The other parties tend not to use them frequently, ex-

cept in the case of Vox, as pointed out above.

When analysing mentions, it was also considered whether this tool appeared as a
simple tag in the text of the post, or whether it was accompanied by a comment, link,
or hashtag. As Table 3 shows, mentions with a comment are the most frequent, ac-
counting for more than half of the 1,681 total mentions. Again, Vox is the party that
uses the most mentions + comments, followed by Podemos-A, while the parties using
this resource the least, all belong to the left. Vox also stands out for using the mention
+ hashtag combination, followed on this occasion by Ciudadanos-A. As for links, al-
most no party uses them together with mentions.

Mention + Mention Mention +
Party

commentary  + link hashtag
Vox 495 2 155
Podemos Andalucia 203 0 0
Partido Popular Andaluz 132 0 31
Ciudadanos Andalucia 89 2 72
Adelante Andalucia 17 0 1
PSOE de Andalucia 16 0 12
Izquierda Unida Andalucia 15 0 0
Anticapitalistas Andalucia 10 0 0
Total 977 4 271

Table 3. Mentions with comments, links, and hashtags (frequencies)

Regarding topics (Table 4), four themes stand out above the rest by a considerable
margin, the most prominent being “economy and business”, which represents 21.6% of
the total number of topics in all profiles. In second place is “health and social welfare”
(11.7%); in third place is “government” (10.2%); and fourth place is held by the “cam-
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paign and/or political parties” topic (8.8%). Posts with undetermined topics were also
frequently found (10.9%), along with social issues such as gender/feminism, education,
and human/civil rights, although in lower proportions. On the other hand, the fact
that the topic of ‘Andalusia’ barely obtained 5% of the total number of posts, indicates

that in 2020, Andalusian nationalism was still weak among parties.

) Adelante- Anticapi- Ciudada- Pode- PSOE-
Topic ox ) - - Total
A talistas-A nos-A mos-A
Economy and
. 20 36.9 8.9 32 16.7 13.6 14.1 7.9 21.6
business
Health and social
14.2 10.4 14 9.2 9.5 11.1 11.7 20.2 11.7
welfare
Government 7.7 12.4 3.2 6.5 12.7 8.8 11.7 19.1 10.2
Campaign and/or
. 5.8 3.9 3.2 13.1 6.3 12.8 17.2 2.2 8.8
parties
Gender/feminism 8.4 1.9 17.2 0.7 6.3 13.4 2.4 10.1 6.7
Education 6.5 6.2 45 7.2 7.1 9.1 45 7.9 6.6
Andalusia 5.2 0.6 7 5.9 3.2 4.8 9.7 11.2 5
Human/civil rights 5.2 2.7 8.9 2 1.6 3.1 0.3 3.4 3
Environment 3.9 1 7 - 3.2 43 1.4 - 2.5
Culture 4.5 1.9 - 1.3 0.8 2.3 0.7 - 1.6
Immigration 0.6 3.9 3.2 - - 0.6 0.3 - 1.6
Conflict and war 1.3 0.2 1.9 - 10.3 2.3 - - 1.5
Monarchy 3.2 - 3.2 - 4 1.4 2.1 - 1.4
Corruption 0.6 1 - 1.3 1.6 2 - 2.2 1.1
The media - 2.7 - - 0.8 0.6 - 1.1 0.9
Infrastructure - 1 - 2 0.8 1.4 1 - 0.9
Spain - 1 - 0.7 - - 1.7 1.1 0.7
Defence/military - 0.6 0.6 - - 0.3 2.1 - 0.6
Animal rights 0.6 0.4 - - - 1.7 - - 0.5
Other 3.2 2 3.1 3.3 2.4 1.5 2 - 2.3
Undetermined 9 9.3 12.7 15 12.7 5.1 16.6 13.5 10.9
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Focusing on specific parties, the main topic of economy and business features
prominently in Vox’s profile (36.9%); a focus which is illustrated by Figure 3, where
the party’s representative talks about unfair competition in supermarkets during the

pandemic. It happens the same in the case of another pro-business party, Ciudadanos-
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A (32%); proportionally, no other party has devoted so many publications to a specific
topic. Moreover, this theme is addressed most often by all of the parties, except for
three: Anticapitalistas-A, PP-A, and PSOE-A. In the first, gender/feminism stands out;
in the second, the “campaign and/or political parties” topic; in the third, “health and
social welfare”.

andalucia_vox + Seguir

andalucia_vox @

@ @

Ante la alarma social por la posible venta de género no
esencial en grandes superficies fuera de horario o
poblaciones con cierre total, exigimos a la Junta que aumente
las inspecciones y asegure que no exista competencia desleal
que ahogue alin mas al comercio minorista.

@ #FranciscoJoseOcafiaVox

#VoxNoticias
Editado - 84 sem
4“’) carolina.5250 Claro que debe ser asi. Los supermercados &)

machacan a los demés comercios de muchos sectores. El
primero las Farmacias. Yo soy farmacéutica.

84 sem Me gusta Responder

Qv W

75 reproducciones

NOVIEMBRE 11, 2020

Figure 3. (VOX Parlamento de Andalucia, 2020)

Finally, with regard to the posts’ purposes (Table 5), “taking a position / party
stance” is the main function (47.6% of the total), with a notable difference compared to
the rest of purposes, and among all the parties as well—except for the PSOE-A, where
it takes second position (22.5%), due to the fact that the aim of “criticising/discussing
an issue” predominates in this progressive party (32.6%). The organisation that most
often uses the “taking a position/party stance” purpose is Adelante-A (72.9%), followed
by Anticapitalistas-A (70.1%). This propagandistic purpose is clearly visible in posts
like Figure 4, where Adelante-A takes a politically republican stance and attacks the
Spanish monarchy, explicitly stating that Andalusia has no King.
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Adelante- Anticapi-  Ciudada- Pode-
Purpose 0x ) IU-A PP-A  PSOE-A  Total
A talistas-A nos-A mos- A
Taking a position / party
72.9 52.2 70.1 52.9 39.7 344 39 22.5 47.6
stance
Taking a position /
stance of an individual 7.1 22.8 4.5 - 0.8 32.7 14.1 19.1 16.7
politician
Highlighting
. 5.2 5 0.6 27.5 26.2 10.5 19.3 11.2 11.7
achievements
Criticising / discussing
. 11 6 0.6 2.6 7.9 7.1 10.3 32.6 8
an issue
Acknowledgement /
" 3.2 2.5 2.6 11.8 17.5 2.8 8.3 11.2 5.8
recognition
Party activities - 10.1 15.3 - 3.2 6.8 - - 5.7
Giving advice / helping - 0.2 1.3 3.9 - 1.4 3.4 - 1.3
Referring to a news item - - 3.8 - 1.6 2.3 0.3 1.1 1
Other - 0.6 0.6 - - - 0.7 - 0.4
Undetermined 0.7 0.6 0.6 1.3 3.2 1.7 4.5 2.2 1.8
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 5. Purposes of the posts (percentages)

The second most frequently purpose on Instagram is widely distributed according
to the party in question: for Vox and Podemos-A, it is “taking a position / stance of an
individual politician”. Moreover, since there is such a high number of posts concen-
trated among these two parties, it is the second most frequent function among all
political forces; for Ciudadanos-A, IU-A and PP-A, it is “highlighting achievements”,
and for Anticapitalistas-A, “party activities”. Strikingly, this last purpose is quite
scarce, or even non-existent, in almost all the parties, with the exception of radical-left
Anticapitalistas-A and radical-right Vox.
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Figure 4. (Adelante Andalucia, 2020)

Discussion and conclusions

Pertaining to the research questions regarding the interactive and communicative be-
haviour of Andalusian political parties, the data indicate that the party that has used
Instagram the most (RQ1) is Vox, followed by another new party, Podemos-A. In last
place is one of the traditional parties, the PSOE-A. This suggests that new parties (Vox
was established in 2013, Podemos in 2014) tend to produce more images than tradi-
tional parties, which stands in contrast to evidence of greater Instagram activity by
traditional party leaders in the 2016 election (Marcos Garcia & Alonso Mufoz, 2017).
Our results are in line with Turnbull-Dugarte (2019), who showed that new parties
posted more Instagram content in 2015 and 2016 elections than traditional ones. How-
ever, the PP-A has posted more often than then-emerging party Ciudadanos-A. Thus,
in light of these results, it seems that novelty is not necessarily a determining factor
when it comes to Instagram activity. Nor is ideology a determining factor, which con-
tradicts research by Antonio Pineda et al. (2022, p. 1151), since Vox and Podemos-A
are the most active parties on Instagram, and both are at opposite ends of the spec-
trum. Specifically, data on Vox coincide with previous research highlighting the active
use and impact of this ultra-conservative party on SNSs (Aladro Vico & Requeijo Rey,
2020; Castro Martinez & Diaz Morilla, 2021; Cea Esteruelas, 2019).
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Regarding RQ2, it is clear that authentic dialogue with citizens through Instagram
remains at 0% in all parties. Hence, it could be said that robust interaction is non-exist-
ent in Andalusian online politics. This finding places our study in line with previous
research confirming the scant use made by politicians in taking advantage of Ins-
tagram to interact with their audience (Pineda et al., 2022; Russmann & Svensson,
2017; Verén Lassa & Pallarés Navarro, 2017). However, by focusing on mechanisms for
inviting and approaching dialogue (Lopez-Rabadan & Mellado, 2019), the results are
slightly more nuanced. Mechanisms of invitation to dialogue—such as mentions,
which imply an intermediate level of interactivity—indicate that the PP-A is the party
that receives most likes on its publications, and the parties with the highest average
number of comments are the two traditional forces, PSOE-A and PP-A. These results
contrast with Turnbull-Dugarte’s study (2019), who found that new parties Podemos
and Ciudadanos had the most Instagram engagement during the 2015 and 2016 elec-
tions. Along the same lines, research by Gonzalvez Vallés et al. (2021) found that Vox
and Unidas Podemos were the parties that generated the most interaction on Ins-
tagram in the 2019 Spanish general elections. Nevertheless, our results are partially in
agreement with Maria-Teresa Gordillo-Rodriguez and Elena Bellido-Pérez (2021), who
state that in the April 2019 election, the PP was the party with the second highest level
of engagement, with Vox being the first. Pertaining to mentions, three new parties
stand out: Vox, Podemos-A, and Ciudadanos-A, which are also the only ones that have
more publications with mentions than without—curiously, in a 2017 study on the re-
gion of Catalonia carried out by Cartes Barroso (2018), Ciudadanos used this resource
the least on Instagram, whereas Podemos did not use it whatsoever. Consequently,
and in response to RQ3, the results seem to be divided in terms of the use of mechan-
isms for inviting dialogue: on the one hand, traditional Andalusian parties stand out in
likes and comments; on the other, new parties are strong regarding mentions. Thus,
interactive resources seem to be used differently by the same party in different re-

gions.

As to approaching-dialogue mechanisms, which imply the lowest level of inter-
activity, right-wing forces Vox-A and PP-A—actually, the furthest to the right of the
Andalusian political range—stand out in the number of hashtags they use, hence indic-
ating that the use of some digital resources may be ideology-related. Again, this find-
ing contrasts with Cartes Barroso’s study (2018), in which Podemos was the party us-
ing hashtags more often, yet at the same time it is partially in line with Pineda et al.
(2022), who found robust use of the tool by the leader of the PP. The use of links was
not relevant, except in the case of Podemos-A, although the only parties to use them
(at least one time) belong to the left wing of the spectrum. Thus, the response to RQ4
is divided again, although on this occasion the division is grounded on ideology: the

18



Elena Bellido-Pérez; Antonio Pineda; Ana I. Barragan-Romero; Irene Liberia Vaya

right excels in its use of hashtags, whereas the left stands out—albeit very slightly—in
the instrumentalisation of links. In any case, and in light of the responses to RQ3 and
RQ4, the party that appears to show the greatest interest in making an interactive use
of Instagram through secondary indicators is radical national-populist Vox, although
the conservative PP-A and the leftist Podemos-A are also noteworthy in this task.

The present discussion has deeper theoretical implications. The use of secondary
indicators of interactivity is closer to media rather than human interaction (Stromer-
Galley, 2000), since these mechanisms allow the receiver to control the message
(Lilleker, 2015). Andalusian parties use Instagram as just another mass communication
channel, without taking advantage of the medium’s potential for dialogue—in fact, not
even smaller parties, with less visibility in traditional media, express an interactive at-
titude toward their public by taking advantage of Instagram. Thus, offline political
communication trends continue to happen in the online world. As concluded by
Tamara A. Small and Thierry Giasson (2020), this may be due to the fear experienced
by parties in losing control of their message; however, our study covers a fairly ex-
tensive time frame when there was no electoral period, nor well-defined rhythms,
hence the ultimate reasons behind the lack of interactivity must go beyond the need of
controlling electoral messaging. As such, this lack of dialogue for an entire year
defined by a global pandemic may be even more striking, since Instagram was not
politically used in a robust interactive way during the devastating health crisis. Con-
sequently, our hypothesis is confirmed: Andalusian parties do not make a truly inter-
active use of Instagram, or at least an interactive use involving real dialogue. This hap-
pens in spite of the fact that several empirical studies show that interactivity posit-
ively influences the image that users have of the political class, and is one of their mo-
tivations for using SNSs (Castells, 2009; Lopez Abellan, 2012; Painter, 2015; Sundar et
al., 2003). In a context where Instagram use in Andalusia would seem to be closer to a
mass media logic than to an interaction-oriented, network media logic (Klinger &
Svensson, 2015), political communication practitioners fail to take advantage of tools

and strategies that could be beneficial to them.

Regarding RQ5—focused on the most popular topics on Instagram—Vox, Po-
demos-A, Adelante Andalucia, Ciudadanos-A, and IU-A coincide in “Economy and
Business”, with “Government” being a secondary topic that coincides with the Vox,
IU-A and PSOE-A profiles, which address economic and governmental themes that
have great prominence, according to previous research on the use of Instagram in
Spain (Pineda et al., 2022). Moreover, these results can also be read in light of the is-
sues expressed by Andalusian voters as being the most important problem (CEA, 2019,

2020), since voters’ expressed concern about unemployment correlates with the sys-
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tematic use of economy and business as the main topic on Instagram—besides, in late
2020 concern about unemployment was even higher, followed by the COVID problem
(as an health and economic issue). This comparison also indicates that, in certain
cases, digital strategies and voter concerns are unrelated: although Socialist voters
were the most worried about unemployment in late 2019 and late 2020, the PSOE-A
only addressed the economy in 7.9% of its 2020 posts.

With regard to the purposes of the posts (RQ6), “Taking a party’s position / pos-
ture” stands out as the main objective of the posts of all parties, with the exception of
PSOE-A. This contrasts with Turnbull-Dugarte’s findings (2019) about the Spanish
context, according to which Instagram is not generally used as a medium to systemat-
ically communicate political positions. Thus, it can be concluded that Instagram use in
Andalusian politics—that is, in a regional-level context—has its own characteristics
and would imply a communication model that does not necessarily fit national-level
models.

To sum up, our findings regarding the use of interactive SNS options seem to con-
tradict the predisposition toward participatory politics at a time when more and more
initiatives are emerging from public administrations, academic institutions, and civil
society seeking to promote open government. In the case of Andalusia, the Ley de Par-
ticipaciéon Ciudadana de Andalucia (Ley 7/2017, de 27 de diciembre—Andalusian Law
of Citizen Participation, Law 7/2017, December, 27—) can be cited, and projects such as
the Andalusian Observatory of Citizen Participation, the Chair of Citizen Participation
from the University of Cérdoba, and Laboratory 717 for Participation and Democratic
Innovation of Andalusia (Pérez Gomez & Mahou Lago, 2020) have appeared in recent
years. In this context, ICTs in general, and social media in particular, could foster the
path towards a truly participatory democracy.

This study has attempted to shed light on the scope and limits of the interactive
political use of Instagram, but it has limitations. One of these constraints is the re-
gional context of the data. Thus, we should be careful about generalising the findings
to other political levels. Another limitation relates to the results, which reflect the
communication of Spanish organizations, hence they might not represent that of their
regional peers in other countries—as asserted by Enli and Moe, “The impact of social
media on election campaigns is fairly diverse across different regions and countries,
depending on media environments, cultural practices, and political systems” (2013, p.
641). Moreover, new lines of research are opened, such as the analysis of Instagram in-
teractive communication in diverse political contexts, as well as the degree with which
Andalusian parties receive likes and comments, hence shedding light on citizen/voter
engagement.
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