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Abstract: Instagram Stories have become a common political resource in the communicative pro-
cesses that take place both during and outside electoral campaigns. Political actors rely on the content
that can be disseminated in this new digital environment to transmit a direct message to their followers
without intermediaries. However, the potential of this new format has yet to be explored at a national
level. To shed light on this phenomenon, the main objective of this research is to analyse the digital
activity that political leaders in Madrid carried out in the content they disseminated on their Instagram
Stories (N=329) during the May 2023 electoral campaign, looking into their agenda of issues and
populist discourse.
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Resumen: El formato Story de Instagram se instaura como un recurso politico habitual en los proce-
s0s comunicativos que tienen lugar tanto en campania electoral como fuera de ella. Los actores politi-
cos se apoyan en los contenidos que se pueden difundir en este nuevo entorno digital para transmitir
un mensaje directo y sin intermediarios entre sus seguidores. Sin embargo, las potencialidades que
ofrece este nuevo formato alin estan por explorar a nivel nacional. Para arrojar luz sobre este fend-
meno, la presente investigacion tiene como objetivo principal analizar la actividad digital que los lide-
res politicos madrilefios han llevado a cabo en el contenido que han difundido en sus Stories (N=329)
de Instagram durante la campafia electoral celebrada en mayo de 2023, atendiendo a su agenda de
temas y al discurso populista.
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1. Introduction

Instagram stands out as the social network with the greatest dynamism in the
viral dissemination of political images (L6pez-Rabaddan & Doménech-Fa-
bregat, 2019). During campaigns, politicians not only adapt, understand and
use social networks, but also seek a strategy that allows them to achieve what
is called a 'viral image' (Lépez-Rabadan & Doménech-Fabregat, 2019).
Whether stills or moving, images have significant capacity to influence how
political speeches are interpreted, as well as their potential to become viral
on networks, which makes it easier for candidates' content to reach audiences
in a manner that complements the traditional media (L6pez-Rabadan & Do-
ménech-Fabregat, 2019).

The exponential growth in the last decade within all age groups and the
visual richness offered by colour-balanced photos and videos (Parmelee & Ro-
man, 2019), make Instagram the platform with the greatest capacity to influ-
ence citizens' political behaviours.

In 2016, Instagram created Stories; videos with a maximum duration of
15 seconds that are displayed in the user's profile for just 24 hours. This new
format attracts traffic to the creator's profile (Fondevila-Gascén et al., 2020)
through likes, comments and the story itself being shared. Over the years, its
design has improved, offering the possibility of including preferences such as
polls, locations, time of day, etc. in the content, as well as countdowns or links
(Fondevila-Gascon et al., 2020).

To date, research analysing the format (Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castafio,
2017), the agenda of topics or the political discourse (Gamir-Rios et al., 2022a)
on Instagram during campaigns, have focused their efforts on fixed publica-
tions, and ignoring the potential impact that Stories format currently afford us-
ers of the platform. This may be due to the difficulty involved in compiling this
audio-visual element for analysis, as there is a clear theoretical gap on its study
in electoral campaigns at a national level.

This research aims to analyse the digital activity followed by the regional
candidates represented in the Assembly of the Community of Madrid in their
Instagram Stories during the May 2023 campaign. The aim is to verify which
interaction resources appeared more frequently, which topics and people set
the agenda of the candidates, and if this operability of Instagram allowed the
introduction of populist features.
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2. Theoretical Framework

To get loyal followers on social networks, academic voices have asserted that
political actors must generate quality informative traffic by creating their own
content that allows interaction with the users of these platforms (Chaves-Mon-
tero & Gadea, 2017). Since the creation of Web 2.0, and until the consolidation
of current platforms - albeit with the absence of journalistic intermediaries fa-
cilitating the horizontal relationship with internet users (Beriain et al., 2022) -
politicians have not taken advantage of interacting in digital environments
(Segado-Boj et al., 2016; Lépez-Meri et al., 2020).

As aresult, on X (formally Twitter), Spanish politicians do not encourage
dialogue with their followers during campaign periods (Alonso-Mufioz et al.,
2016). During the 2015 campaign on Facebook, the level of interactivity be-
tween politicians and users was zero (Valera-Ordaz et al., 2018). In the specific
case of Instagram posts, the use of hashtags is the only interaction resource em-
ployed by politicians to "amplify the potential audience of the messages" (Anon-
ymised, 2022a: 163).

The introduction of Stories on Instagram visualises a change in the con-
struction of electoral messaging (Slimovich, 2019; Gil-Torres et al., 2021). The
interactive game is no longer reduced to scarce dialogue in the comments of the
social network. According to major studies on the central role of reciprocal par-
ticipation in the digital scenario, the possibility of including hypertext that
shows, for example, the specific location during a campaign event; or the ability
to offer direct communication thanks to "questions and answers" and sharing
content from the account of a third party (Fondevila-Gascén et al., 2020), ena-
bles communication where political, citizen and media dynamics are fed back
(Fondevila-Gascon et al., 2020).

Internationally, research on the feedback offered by this Instagram ser-
vice shows that the main form of interaction during campaign periods is politi-
cians diffusing content created by anonymous users of the platform (Slimovich,
2019; Slimovich & Garcia-Beaudoux, 2022). In Spain, research on Stories is still
in its infancy, but concludes that certain politicians show greater interactivity
with users thanks to the creation of polls (Gil-Torres et al., 2021). To provide
new knowledge on the interactive capacity of these time-limited publications,
the following research question has been prepared:

RQ1: What interaction resources do leaders in Madrid use in the Stories they
disseminate during the campaign?
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Thanks to the design implemented on Instagram, Parmelee and Roman
(2019) identified the capacity of orientation on aspects of a political nature and
the entertainment experience detected by users as the two factors that prompt
citizens to follow politicians on the platform. By virtue of this, Instagram posts
disseminated by political actors are constructed favouring a spectacularisation
strategy (Lopez-Rabadan & Doménech-Fabregat, 2019) of the informative con-
tent and "celebrification" of the leader's personal image.

Consequently, the data provided by research analysing the informative
agenda on social networks (Alonso-Mufioz, et al., 2016; Larsson & Skogerbo,
2018), underline that politicians almost totally avoid disclosing the specific pro-
posals of their manifesto. On Instagram, the thematic strategy based on mobi-
lising the electorate during campaign periods becomes the central discursive
axis of the publications by national leaders (Anonymised, 2022a). For its part,
news coverage of public events and the more personal sphere of the candidates
intensifies at elections, and does not differ between regional and national can-
didates (Carrasco-Polaino et al., 2021).

As a result, an "aura of political celebrity" (Caro-Castano et al., 2020, p.
287) emerges, which consolidates the hegemony of candidates as charismatic
electoral guides, and the publications of partisan accounts present party lead-
ers themselves as the main subject (Pineda et al.,, 2020). The micro-celebrity
known as "politician-Instagramer” (Caro-Castafio et al., 2024) appears on In-
stagram; a candidate who, guided by the actions that govern digital marketing,
presents themselves as a star and acts as a media celebrity, while pretending to
offer a closer and more family-friendly vision to their followers (Lalancette &
Raynaud, 2017).

Although this strategy of humanising the leader occurs through the sim-
ulation of a backstage that positions the candidate in informal settings (Selva-
Ruiz & Caro-Castafo, 2017), there is no common pattern in the personification
in Instagram posts (Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castafo, 2017). The staging of all forms
of personification in Instagram posts does not present a common pattern.
Showcasing the candidate network acquires different roles depending on the
intended intention. Therefore, among other leadership building strategies, can-
didates are depicted next to other political members to generate the feeling of
"statesmanship” (Lopez-Rabadan & Doménech-Fabregat, 2018, p. 1026); they
are surrounded by ordinary citizens (Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castaiio, 2017) and are
positioned as mass leaders; or directly, they appear next to the media and are
granted the power of "great communicator capable of dialogue" (L6pez-Ra-
badan & Doménech-Fabregat, 2018, p. 1026).
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Following the above review, we pose the following research questions:
RQ2: What topics set the agenda of candidates in Stories?

RQ3: Who are the stars of the Stories? What attitude and attribute do politi-
cal leaders acquire on Instagram?

The embodied communication from informal and everyday life scenarios
generates an image of politicians that are "accessible, transparent and appre-
ciative of [their] community of followers" (Caro-Castafio et al., 2024). In the dig-
ital era, the creation of online communities, coupled with historical factors and
social crises, is prone to the implementation of populist discourses (Waisbord,
2020). The communicative dynamics of these networks allow politicians to pre-
sent themselves as authentic and common people; one more part of those re-
jecting the elites (Mudde, 2004), and, through the introduction of sensationalist
language (Alonso-Mufioz & Casero-Ripollés, 2021), they interpellate an elector-
ate that lacks a group identity (Gerbaudo, 2023).

Despite the academic debate on its conceptualisation, populism is consid-
ered a form of negative discourse (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007) that separates the
political community into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups (Mudde,
2004); the pure people versus the corrupt elite. Its essence is gradual (Jagers &
Walgrave, 2007; Anonymised, 2023), which favours all actors on the ideological
axis to use its stylistic and discursive advantages. Social research shows that, on
X or Facebook, politicians with more public experience present an "empty pop-
ulism" (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007) focused on defending people, while those con-
sidered populist essentially allude to a "full populism" (Ernst et al., 2017;
Engesser et al., 2017) of questioning power structures.

In the Spanish case on Instagram, Rooduijn et al. (2023) identify a strat-
egy focused on discrediting elites in the posts by VOX leader Santiago Abascal.
However, Pablo Casado or Pedro Sanchez, on the same social network, exclu-
sively used the narrative of appealing to people under a highly emotive style as
a populist strategy (Anonymous, 2023). To test the populist traits of the Stories,
the following research question is proposed:

RQ4: Are traits of populist message noticeable in the Stories disseminated
by the candidates? What are those traits according to the candidate issu-
ing the populist content?
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3. Methodology

3.1. Method, Corpus and Time Frame

With the intention of analysing the digital activity that Madrid's political leaders
have carried out in the content they have disseminated via their Instagram ac-
counts, the research methodology presents a dual quantitative-qualitative ap-
proach applying the classical content analysis as a study tool (Krippendorff,
2004) to a sample made up of the 329 Stories published by the leaders of the
parties that were represented in the Assembly of the Community of Madrid fol-
lowing the May 2023 electoral campaign. The political candidates investigated
are Isabel Diaz Ayuso (PP); Juan Lobato Gandarias (PSOE); Ménica Garcia Go-
mez (Mas Madrid) and Rocio Monasterio San Martin (VOX).

The materials were collected manually from 12 May to 26 May 2023, be-
tween 11:45 pm and 11:59 pm daily. The Stories of the leaders were captured
from their official accounts using the screen recorder of the mobile device of the
signatory of the work. This allowed a textual and multimedia analysis of the
content. Recording at this time ensures a full daily compilation in Excel before
the platform automatically deletes the content after 24 hours.

Table 1. Research Corpus

Instagram Account No. of Stories

@isabeldiazayuso 2
@juanlobato_es 58
@monicagarciag 180
@rociomonasteriovox 89
Total 329

Source: Author's own.

The research covers a 15-day period of the Madrid campaign. The diver-
sity of previous studies (Anonymised, 2023) supports the suitability of studying
digital political activity during the official days of the campaign, when political
coverage on social networks intensifies.

3.2. Research Design and Variables

To answer the research questions posed, a coding sheet was developed identi-
fying a total of eight variables, whose purpose was to classify the study of the
subcategories related to interactivity, the agenda of issues in the campaign, the
stars and their attributes, and populism in Instagram Stories. The significant



The Activity on Instagram Stories of Leaders in The Community of Madrid ... | Lava

297

lack of research on Stories in political communications resulted in the categori-
sation of the variables being carried out through a mixed deductive and induc-
tive procedure. In the design of the subcategories where the themes, stars, at-
tributes and populism of the publication were analysed, parameters used by
previous works on the political use of this social network were taken as a refer-
ence; while, in the subcategory aimed at investigating interactivity, the coding
was carried out through the creation of variables based on the academic expe-
rience (Olano et al.,, 2020) of the researcher.

Simultaneously, a study subcategory was established that - using the
"content creator” variable (v1) - indicated who generated the original content
of the Story. When a third user tags the digital identifier of the politician in their
publication, that candidate can share it in their own Story, reaching the entire
community. This practice allows us to measure the degree of interaction with
other users of the platform (RQ1), and to verify whether candidates amplify
their original discourse and rely on the political message produced by other so-
cial agents (Segado-Boj et al., 2016; Marcos-Garcia et al., 2021) present in the
digital environment.

To answer RQ1 on interaction resources, the "content creator" variable,
generated ad hoc for the research, distinguished whether the publication was
its own (generated by the leader) or external (produced by a third user). Using
the visual indicator "tags" at the top left of the Story, content shared by the pol-
itician from another account was categorised as extraneous. In the case of the
interactivity subcategory, the "interaction elements" variable (v2) is based on
the classification of previous works (Lalancette & Raynaud, 2017; Anonymised,
2022a), and analysed whether the publication generated by the politician con-
tained interactive resources or not, or, on the contrary, the interaction mecha-
nisms (see Table 2) that the Story allows (Fondevila-Gascén et al., 2020). Within
its coding, the presence of interaction resources present in the Stories consid-
ered to be unrelated was not measured due to the difficulty involved in visually
recognising this material, since Instagram does not allow distinguishing inter-
active material in shared stories.

To analyse the themes present in the message of the Stories (RQ2), we
used the "agenda of topics"” variable (v3), where, as in previous studies (Lopez-
Garcia, 2016; Anonymised, 2024), we operated with the four macro-categories
proposed by Mazzoleni (2010) for the analysis of the themes present in the po-
litical content of social networks. In this sense, own and third-party publica-
tions were coded according to whether the topic was related to the categories
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"political issues"; aspects linked to ideological issues and electoral confronta-
tion; "campaign issues"; issues related to the strategies and organisation of the
campaign; "policy issues" when the issues shown referred to sectorial political
issues and, finally, "personal issues"; when the content of the Story reflected
personal issues of the candidate.

Table 2. Study Variables

Subcategory Variable Categorisation

Content Content . Own
creator . Third-party

. Hashtags

. Countdown

. Mentions

. Web links

. Web links and mentions

. Web links and Hashtags

. Polls

. Emojis with reactions

. Your turn

10. QRA

11. Location

12. Location and link

13. Location and Hashtags

14. Location and mentions
15. Other
1. Political issues

Agenda set- 2. Campaign issues

ting 3. Personal issues
4
0
1

Interactivity

Interaction
Elements

OWCONOOTUDAWNKFEINE

Theme

. Policy issues

. Not applicable

. User alone
2. User accompanied by: institutional representa-
tives/public figures/politicians from other par-
ties/journalists/party colleagues or collabora-
tors/family or friends/anonymous militants or
supporters/anonymous citizens
3. The user does not appear, but: institutional
representatives/public figures/politicians from
other parties/journalists/party colleagues or col-
laborators/family or friends/anonymous militants
or supporters/anonymous citizens

Protagonism

Star of Action

4. Others
Candidate's 1. Formal
Attitude 2. Informal
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. Statesperson

. Good manager

. Great communicator
. Mass leader

Hero

. Committed

. Approachable

. Cultured

. Athlete

10. Mother/Father, husband/wife or friend
11. Devout

Populism 1. Appeal to the people

. Criticism of elites

. Defending popular sovereignty

. Appeal to cultural traits

. Ostracism of others

. Emotional

. Simplistic

. Negative

Source: Author's own based on the methodology of Lalancette & Raynaud (2017);
Anonymised (2022a); Mazzoleni (2010); Quevedo-Redondo & Portalés-Oliva (2017);

Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castafio (2017); Lépez-Rabadan & Doménech-Fabregat (2019); Ernst

et al. (2017) and Engesser et al. (2017).

Role

CONOU D WN

Populist
Discourse

Populist Style

WNR U~ WN

The "star of the action" (v4), "candidate's attitude" (v5), and "role" (v6)
variables were used to identify the star (RQ4) of the posts and the role assumed
by the political leader as the main subject in a given context. The construction
and categorisation of these variables were inspired by the work of Zamora-Mar-
tinez et al. (2020) on the study of stars and their roles in Instagram posts by
national political candidates. Their research, in turn, draws methodological in-
formation from studies on political behaviours - also on Instagram - conducted
by Quevedo-Redondo & Portalés-Oliva (2017), Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castafio
(2017), and Lopez-Rabadan & Doménech-Fabregat (2019).

Finally, the variables in the subcategory of populist messages (RQ4) fol-
low the methodology proposed by Ernst et al. (2017) and Engesser et al.
(2017), which define the construction of populism on the network through a
discursive and stylistic approach. Under the framework of studies on popu-
lism on Instagram (Anonymised, 2023; Rooduijn et al., 2023), the content of
all Stories was coded dichotomously, determining whether the message in-
cluded discourse (v7) that: "appealed to the people" as a common cultural
group; "criticised the elites" as antagonists and enemies of the people; "de-
fended popular sovereignty" and their right to decide; "appealed to cultural



indexecomunicacioén | n°® 15(01), 2025 | Miscellany

300

traits" of national identity; and finally, "ostracised social groups" considered
harmful to people's well-being. Regarding the populist style (v8), it was rec-
orded whether the message contained "emotional”, "simplistic" short-term
policies (Alonso-Mufioz & Casero-Ripollés, 2021), or "negative" appeals to so-
cial, political, or economic crises.

4. Results

Analysing the digital activity of each candidate separately allows us to obtain a
more detailed view of the strategies followed during this election period, which,
in turn, facilitates the possibility of identifying behavioural patterns in the Sto-
ries that may not be evident if analysed jointly. For this reason, the data ob-
tained are presented both in an integrated manner, taking into account the per-
centage of each variable with respect to the total of the material, and broken
down by candidate.

4.1. Interactivity of the Stories

A preliminary assessment reveals a notable disparity in the digital activity of
political candidates in Stories. The leaders of the traditional parties, Isabel Diaz
Ayuso for the PP of Madrid (1.82%), and the PSOE candidate, Juan Lobato
(17.62%), obtained an anecdotal percentage in comparison with the total num-
ber of publications collected. On the other hand, the candidates of the newest
parties, Mdnica Garcia of Mas Madrid (54.71%) and Rocio Monasterio of VOX
(27.05%), found a new temporary space in this format in which to be active
during the campaign, with a total of 180 and 80 Stories, respectively.

Table 3. Percentage distribution of own and third-party Stories broken down by candidate

. . Own Stories Third-party
Candidates Total Stories tories

N % N % N %
Isabel Diaz Ayuso | 2 1.82% 2 100% 0 /
Juan Lobato 58 17.62% 38 65.51% 20 34.48%
Ménica Garcia 180 | 54.71% 82 45.55% 98 54.44%
Rocio Monasterio 89 27.05% 9 10.11% 80 89.88%
Total 329 | 100% 131 | 39.81% 198 | 60.18%

Source: Author's own.

The percentages represented in Table 3 reflect a clear interactive connec-
tion of the political leaders with the virtual community of Instagram (RQ1) and,
in general terms, it can be seen that the candidates disseminated a large amount
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of content generated by third parties. The sharing of other people's publications
(v1) exceeds 60% of the total material collected. However, if we look at the data
segregated by candidate, we see that Isabel Diaz Ayuso, in 100% of her publica-
tions, and Juan Lobato in 65.51% (38), disseminated their own content without
resorting to this interactive function of Instagram. On the other hand, Ménica
Garcia (54.44%) and Rocio Monasterio (89.88%) relied more frequently on so-
cial actors to broadcast their political message to their followers.

Table 4. Interactive resources in own Stories

Interactive Resource m

Hashtag 1
Mentions 12
Hashtag and mentions 2
Web link 17
Emoji and Reaction 1
Your turn 1
Location 8
Location and link 2
Location and hashtag 3
Q&A 1
Other 2
Total 50

Source: Author's own.

Table 4 shows the total percentage of interactive resources used in the
candidates' original Stories. Fifty (38.16%) of the 131 own publications during
the campaign contained the presence of integrated interactive elements. In ad-
dition, when these accompanying tools were used, the mention of other users
(24%), the presence of hyperlinks with web links (35%), and the sharing of ge-
olocated location (16%) emerged as the predominant interactivity strategies.
On the other hand, highly dynamic elements such as emojis with reaction (2%),
Q&As (4%) or the individual use of hashtags (2%) were barely seen.

By candidate, Rocio Monasterio did not include participatory tools in her
nine Stories, whereas Isabel Diaz Ayuso used locations and mentions to interact
with her followers. For Ménica Garcia and Juan Lobato, the percentages show that
these were the two candidates who resorted most to using interactive resources.
In fact, 41.46% of the Mas Madrid candidate's Stories contained mentions or ex-
ternal links, while 31.5% of Juan Lobato's content was interactive.
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Figure 1. On the left, an example of a personal Story with a mention. On the right, an
example of someone else's Story

2322960 @ >

El futuro sonrie a Madrid.
» @rita_maestre_ alcaldesa @

4 A
| f\ !
FIESTAS DE RIVAS 2023

riovor efians

Enviar mensaje

Source: Instagram screenshot of Mdnica Garcia and Rocio Monasterio.

4.2. Themes and Stars in the Stories

The joint analysis of the candidates' Stories reveals that the thematic macro-
category (RQ2) related to campaign developments had a significant presence in
the overall political information shared. The multimodal analysis demonstrated
that in 72.94% of the Stories, the main intention was to inform users about the
location and timing of various campaign events and rallies, while clearly en-
couraging electoral participation. Additionally, a significant number of Stories
reflected the support expressed by anonymous citizens through the dissemina-
tion of external content. These Stories highlighted individuals participating in
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electoral events and exercising their right to vote in favour of the candidates.
Some Stories even included images and videos displaying the party's own elec-
toral ballots.

Simultaneously, the Stories also addressed sectoral political issues. In this
regard, topics such as healthcare, education, and the economy represented
14.89% of the total Stories. Personal matters barely reached 10%, indicating
that candidates rarely drew on their private lives. When they do, family mem-
bers are absent, and posts tend to focus on personal preferences instead. Lastly,
political issues of confrontation, such as partisan disputes or potential govern-
ment coalitions, were minimal, with only 10 of the 329 contents addressing
such topics.

Table 5. Main themes of the Stories

Category N %

Campaign issues 240 72.94%
Political issues 10 3.03%
Policy issues 49 14.89%
Personal issues 30 9.11%
Total 329 100%

Source: Author's own.

Regarding the main theme of the Stories based on the candidate dissemi-
nating the message, the data reveal a uniform trend with the predominant focus
on campaign-related issues. Consequently, the percentages segmented by
leader show a clear similarity with the data representing the overall Stories. In
more than 70% of the posts by Ménica Garcia, Rocio Monasterio, and Juan Lo-
bato, the category referred to as campaign issues predominated. Sectoral issues
achieved percentages exceeding 10% and 20%, while personal matters and po-
litical confrontations recorded residual percentages. An exception is Isabel Diaz
Ayuso where 100% of her Stories highlighted her personal side, appearing in a
restaurant. The other candidates aimed to convey a message about the cam-
paign's progress and, to a lesser extent, focused on disseminating topics of pub-
lic interest.

Table 6. Main themes of the Stories by candidate

Theme/ Campaign Political Policy Personal
Candidate
Ménica Garcia 129 8 24 19
Rocio Monasterio 69 1 12 7
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Juan Lobato 42 1 13 2
Isabel Diaz Ayuso / / / 2

Source: Author's own.

Regarding RQ3, in more than half of the cases, the candidates appeared
accompanied by other social agents (67.17%), compared to 16.10% of Stories
where the politician was the main subject of the action without any other per-
son present. In most posts, the candidates could be seen in the company of party
members and supporters (33.48%) or backed by politicians from their own
party (25.79%). Additionally, in 17.19% of the Stories where the candidate ap-
peared accompanied, anonymous citizens played a prominent role during the
limited timeframe.

It seems logical to assume that, in line with the trend showing that the
main theme of the Stories was driven by the campaign's evolution, candidates
shared content featuring third-party users or themselves alongside journalists
and media outlets on 26 occasions during electoral debates or interviews.
Moreover, it is noteworthy that even when the Stories did not highlight the par-
ty's candidate as the main subject, it was often party supporters (30.76%), and
particularly anonymous citizens (35.89%), who played the leading role in the
action.

The data collected for each candidate do not challenge the general trend
reflected by the Stories overall. Excluding the PP leader, the profiles of Ménica
Garcia, Rocio Monasterio, and Juan Lobato aimed to give clear prominence to
anonymous citizens and members of their respective parties. For instance, the
Mas Madrid candidate was surrounded by her supporters in 41 instances, and
Moénica Garcia appeared alongside anonymous citizens in 14 Stories. Monas-
terio was shown surrounded by her party members in 23.59% of her Stories
and close to anonymous citizens in 22.47% of her content.

Table 7. Main star of the Story's content

s %

Not applicable 4.86%
Politician alone 16.10%
Politician accompanied 67.17%
Cultural figures 1.35%
Politicians from another party 8.59%
Journalists 11.76%
Politicians from own party 25.79%
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Family members 0.45%
Party members 33.48%
Anonymous citizens 17.19%
Animals 1.35%
Politicians does not appear, but... 11.85%
Cultural figures do 5.12%
Politicians from another party do 5.12%
Politicians from own party do 17.94%
Party members do 30.76%
Anonymous citizens do 35.89%
Others 5.12%

Source: Author's own.

Of the 274 Stories where the candidate was the main focus, either alone
or surrounded by other social agents, the formal attitude (v5) of the candidate
predominated, accounting for 67% (n=184), significantly surpassing the infor-
mal attitude, which represented the remaining 33% (n=90). Qualitative analy-
sis confirmed the presence of a protocol-like and regulated behaviour in 104
Stories by Ménica Garcia and 33 by Juan Lobato. Only 40 Stories from the Mas
Madrid candidate and 14 from the PSOE leader displayed an informal behav-
iour. Rocio Monasterio also presented a higher percentage of content where her
image was associated with correct political conduct (58% of the total Stories
where she appeared as the main subject). However, the profile of VOX's leader
in Madrid showed a significant informal presence, appearing in 42% of her Sto-
ries.



indexecomunicacioén | n°® 15(01), 2025 | Miscellany

306

Figure 2. Story by Mdénica Garcia with an informal tone. Story by Juan Lobato with a
formal tone.

juaniobato_es &
© Ver reel completo

}n

Ayuso ha prometido 15.000 viviendas en tres
elecciones diferentes. Ha entregado cero,

Este es mi compromiso en Vivienda

juanlobﬁto_es

Enviar mensaje Enviar mensaje

Source: Instagram screenshots of Mdnica Garcia and Juan Lobato.

Finally, regarding the attribute displayed by the candidate in the Stories
(v6), a dichotomy was observed in the representation of the account user under
a dual role: on one hand, as an "ordinary and approachable person” (n=88), and
on the other, as an "individual prepared with a vision for the future" (n=76).
Both the Stories shared from third-party accounts and those originally dissem-
inated by the leader of the political group were based on the representation of
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the candidate alongside other supporters and ordinary people. This contrib-
uted to constructing the leader's image as a relatable citizen. Additionally, the
support expressed by the candidates through the sharing of other users' posts
positioned them as suitable candidates for the presidency of the Community.
Stories also highlighted attributes such as "great communicator” (n=38) and
"mass leader" (n=37), while the categories of "hero" (n=3) or "experienced can-
didate" (n=1) were barely seen.

4.3. Presence of Populism in the Stories

Of the total Stories analysed (N=329), more than half, 175 (53.19%), contained
at least one characteristic of strategies related to populist discourse or style
(RQ4). In this sense, defending the people as a common cultural group became
the most used discursive resource across the Stories with 20.06% of the total
messages. In contrast, the rejection of elites and defending popular sovereignty
did not play a significant role in the discursive approach of the campaign Sto-
ries; they were only used sparingly, in 1.83% and 0.91% of cases, respectively.

Another aspect highlighted by the percentages in the research is the al-
most common use of emotionality as a populist stylistic symbol. While the use
of messages alluding to an unfavourable social context for the people (5.41%)
or announcing short-term and simplistic policies (8.20%) had little representa-
tion, the construction of an audiovisual narrative laden with sensationalist mes-
sages emerged as the quintessential populist stylistic approach in Stories dur-
ing the campaign, at 53.19% of the publications.

Regarding the discrepancies in populist messaging by candidate, it can be
stated that Rocio Monasterio is the only leader who employed all the character-
istics of this political phenomenon in her Stories. While the presence of dis-
course advocating the people's authority to decide their future was scarce
across the material, Monasterio dominated this aspect. Rocio Monasterio is also
the only candidate who allowed the circulation of Stories, both her own and
others', aimed at marginalising social groups such as immigrants (16.85%).
Furthermore, she was the leader who most exalted cultural and historical traits
(32.58%), using symbols such as the Spanish flag in her publications.

In the case of Isabel Diaz Ayuso, none of the two Stories she shared in May
contained populist elements, either discursive or stylistic. Similarly, Juan Lo-
bato did not reach a high degree of populism. When he appealed to the people,
the percentage did not exceed 20%. On the other hand, the Mas Madrid candi-
date demonstrated a stronger defence of ordinary people (n=34), addressing
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them as "the people of Madrid," as shown by the qualitative analysis of the Sto-
ries. Additionally, she criticized the elites in one message and appealed to Ma-
drid's cultural and identity values on five occasions.

Emotionality was present in 43.10% of Juan Lobato's Stories, in more
than 50% of Ménica Garcia's, and in 65.16% of Rocio Monasterio's. Negativity
barely featured in the messaging of the PSOE leader or the Mas Madrid candi-
date; only two Stories by Juan Lobato and three by Ménica Garcia adopted this
populist style. Rocio Monasterio employed a more negative tone, attempting
to show users on 13 occasions the "social crisis" that the "people of Madrid"
were experiencing. Finally, the communicative approach based on simplistic
messages was only present in the Stories of Mdnica Garcia and Rocio Monas-
terio, with the latter showing the highest percentage of simplistic messages.

Table 8. Candidate in the message of the Stories

Candidate/ Juan Lobato Monica Garcia Rocio Monas-
Populist terio

Trait

Appeal to 13 22.41% 34 18.90% 19 21.34%

the People

Criticism of / / 1 0.55% 6 6.74%

the elites

Defending / / / / 3 3.37%

popular

sovereignty

Appeal to / / 5 2.77% 29 32.58%

cultural

traits

Ostracism of | / / / / 15 16.85%

others

Emotionality | 25 43.10% 92 51.12% 58 65.16%

Negativity 2 3.45% 3 1.66% 13 14.60%

Simplistic / / 9 5% 18 20.22%

Source: Author's own.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

During the process of gathering literature on the subject, only three studies
(Slimovich, 2019; Slimovich & Garcia-Beaudoux, 2022; Gil-Torres et al., 2021)
were found related to the analysis of political activity in the Stories of various
candidates - one Spanish and two focusing on elections in Argentina. Moreover,
in the national case study, the Stories of Pedro Sanchez and Pablo Iglesias
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shared during 2019 and 2020 were not considered as units of analysis in them-
selves but rather as an integral part of Instagram's Feedback (Gil-Torres et al.,
2021). Therefore, given the notable lack of data in this field of study, much of the
discussions raised in the article are not supported in previous research. Where
comparisons were possible, the data were aligned with studies that, in recent
years, have addressed the political use of Instagram's primary format: posts.

After analysing the publication frequency of Stories by Madrid's candi-
dates (N=329), we can affirm that this visually appealing communication for-
mat is consolidating itself in the national political landscape as yet another
medium for conveying messages during electoral campaigns. Instagram Sto-
ries represent a new digital reality that, along with Instagram posts and pub-
lications on Facebook and X, deserve academic analysis to understand their
political, civil, and media impact.

Of course, as Lopez-Olano et al. (2020) pointed out, it is difficult to under-
stand the reasons that lead political candidates to generate informational traffic
on social networks, and in the specific case of Instagram Stories, this situation
persists. Isabel Diaz Ayuso, who has a total of 719,000 followers on Instagram
and was the president of the Community of Madrid prior to the election, stood
out for sharing only two Stories during the period analysed. Her direct opponent,
Juan Lobato, with 13,000 followers on the platform, also did not pursue an active
political strategy through Stories. Mdnica Garcia (103,000 followers) and Rocio
Monasterio (195,000 followers) were the most dynamic candidates.

Selva-Ruiz & Caro-Castafio (2017) and Lépez Garcia (2016) identified the
parties and candidates of the "new politics" as the most active on social net-
works. Subsequent studies (Anonymised, 2022b) demonstrated that this differ-
ence diminished, and in 2019, the PP and PSOE were more active than Podemos
or Ciudadanos on X and Instagram. Focused on the Madrid campaign, the "tra-
ditional parties” still show some restraint in leveraging the advantages offered
by Instagram's new format. Meanwhile, candidates from parties with less pres-
ence in public life, as observed in the activity of Instagram posts during various
regional campaigns (Carrasco-Polaino et al., 2020; Lépez-Olano et al., 2020),
display a more consistent posting pace.

In response to RQ1, Stories offer new avenues of interaction not previ-
ously categorised in political communications. According to studies on Insta-
gram interactivity (Lalancette & Raynaud, 2017; Sampietro & Sanchez-Castillo,
2020), hashtags and mentions became the two "go-to" resources (Anonymised,
2022a) used by politicians. However, the fact that more than half of the Stories
in this campaign were shared from an external account shows that this format
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allows for more direct and spontaneous interaction (Slimovich, 2019), where
followers feel addressed and can see that their message was viewed and shared
by the candidate.

In the 131 Stories that originated from the politicians, the use of interac-
tive resources such as geolocation, hashtags, mentions, or Q&As is present in
only 50 posts. This aligns with research suggesting that interaction on social
networks by politicians is limited (Lopez-Meri et al., 2020; Marcos-Garcia et al.,
2021). In this sense, although we can observe a higher degree of interactivity in
the candidates' Stories, their primary level of engagement remains relatively
passive, and they do not fully exploit all the advantages of digital participation.

The study of political topics (RQ2) seems to indicate the existence of a
common logic in the Instagram Stories of the candidates. The contents that gar-
nered the highest percentages focused on campaign public events and sup-
porter endorsements. In line with studies that have analysed the main themes
of fixed Instagram posts (Pineda et al., 2020; Anonymised, 2022a), we can af-
firm the continuity of this format as a medium for disseminating issues related
to the progression of the campaign.

Additionally, when comparing the percentages of Stories from the Com-
munity of Madrid with the findings of international research on the themes ad-
dressed in this format (Slimovich, 2019; Slimovich and Garcia-Beaudoux,
2022), a similar trend in the discursive use of this tool is evident. Indeed, if Ma-
drid candidates used Stories as an audiovisual campaign album, in Argentina,
references to electoral events and participation in media interviews also played
a prominent role in the digital activity of candidates on Instagram.

In contrast, our study has highlighted a novel discursive inclination. At a
national level, the presence of ideological issues and ideological confrontations
has acquired significant and increasingly higher percentages in the Instagram
agenda of candidates (Anonymised, 2022a). However, in the Stories of the lead-
ers from this autonomous community, political issues have barely appeared,
while sectoral issues rank second. From this research, we can affirm that the
flexible nature of Stories, which allows them to be free from format and content
limitations, can be an advantage in exploring themes related to the specific pro-
posals of political programmes.

Looking at RQ3, the analysis of the star in the Stories supports a process
of hyper-leadership (Egea-Barquero & Zamora-Medina, 2022) through a strat-
egy that focuses political content on the main party candidate, whether alone
or accompanied by other social actors. Regarding the staging of this personali-
sation, politicians have not portrayed themselves in Stories as family-oriented
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individuals. Unlike in other countries, the audiovisual culture in Spain presents
politicians as more discreet when sharing images of their personal or family
lives (Egea-Barquero & Zamora-Medina, 2022). The informal disposition of can-
didates on Instagram seems to be related to their goal of presenting themselves
as political figures close to citizens.

The strategy of personalising Spanish politicians on Instagram presents a
dichotomy between the construction of statespersonlike and populist attrib-
utes (Zamora-Martinez et al., 2020). In line with this, Stories reinforce this prac-
tice. By framing the candidate accompanied by their supporters and anony-
mous citizens while repeatedly adopting a formal attitude, this allows for the
projection of a dual image of the political leader: that of an ordinary individual
close to the people and that of a qualified professional prepared to assume lead-
ership.

Finally, we can position Instagram Stories as a format that may facilitate
the introduction of populist traits into the messages of political candidates during
campaigns (RQ4). However, the use of populist discourse and style is conditioned
by the political actor disseminating the Story. As noted by Jagers & Walgrave
(2007) and confirmed by subsequent studies on this phenomenon on social net-
works (Ernst et al., 2017; Engesser et al,, 2017; Anonymised, 2023; Anonymised,
2024), leaders of traditional parties tend to use "empty populism" focused on ap-
pealing to and defending the people as the central discursive axis. On the other
hand, political actors with less experience in public life feed their content with
"complete populism", where criticism of groups and members of supranational
organisations becomes a common resource on social networks. In line with both
approaches, it is shown that the two candidates from parties with less history in
national politics achieved a higher level of populism in their discourse, while Lo-
bato either does not include populist elements in his messages or, when he does,
directly appeals to the people as the "people of Madrid".

The main limitation of this research lies in the lack of extensive studies
on the digital use of Instagram Stories, which has restricted our conclusions. To
address this issue, it is suggested that future research analyse digital activity in
Stories during a general election. This would afford a comparison between na-
tional and regional politics, opening new avenues for analysis in this social com-
munications medium.

It is important to note that, although the results provide a significant in-
sight into the digital activity of the Madrid candidates on Instagram Stories,
there was a limitation related to the small number of publications by the PP
candidate, Isabel Diaz Ayuso, who, as mentioned throughout the study, only
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shared two Stories. This low volume of content limits the representativeness of
her results and their comparability with other candidates, so any extrapolation
must be interpreted with caution.
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