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Abstract: 
Social media, and Twitter in particular, are playing an increasing role in the day-to-day activities of poli-
ticians (Weber Shandwick, 2014). Before the digital revolution, the relationship between the politician 
and the voter was intermediated by journalists and broadcast media. In contrast to traditional media, so-
cial media are presumed to enable politicians to engage directly with the electorate (Kruikemeier, Van 
Noort, Vliegenthart & De Vreese, 2015). In the last decade, there was a growing interest in the role of 
social media in election campaigns, triggered by Barack Obama’s electoral presidential election victory 
in 2008 and more recently by Donald Trumps’ triumph in 2016 (Rodriguez-Andres, 2018). The research 
presented in this article answers three main questions. First, who are the politicians using Twitter for 
campaigning purposes and what variables can predict Twitter use? Second, when do Belgian politicians 
use it and with which frequency? And third: do tweeting politicians perform better at the ballot box? The 
main findings reveal that a Flemish candidate has a higher probability of 18,7% to be present on Twitter 
compared to a candidate from the French community. Another important finding is that there is no sig-
nificant association between the number of tweets and number of preferential votes, although a trend to-
wards significance was observed for Flemish politicians. 
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Introduction 

Over the past decade, the modernisation of politics has encouraged the use of social me-
dia in the context of perception politics and political impression management (De Landt-
sheer, De Vries & Vertessen, 2008). Political parties and candidates increasingly use the 
possibilities of social media in general and Twitter in particular to interact with the public 
(Vergeer, Hermans & Sams, 2013; Weber Shandwick, 2014). Not only because of their 
easy accessibility but also because of their direct and interactive character. Social media 
in general are extremely adequate for self-promotion directly to the public without any in-
                                                           
1 Corresponding author:  

Stéphanie De Munter  
Political Communication Research Unit, Department of Communication Studies, University of 
Antwerp, Belgium  
Email: stephanie.demunter@uantwerpen.be 



De Munter, De Vries: To Tweet or not to Tweet? 

 

108

tervention of the media. Through these channels, politicians can easily enter into a contin-
uous conversation with the voter or the media (Kruikemeier, 2014). 

Thus, a well-thought through combination of social media platforms, such as Twitter, 
Facebook, Instagram and YouTube, have become an essential facet of the campaign reper-
toire (Jacobs & Spierings, 2016). However, the strategy behind the use of digital tools ap-
pears to be building on case by case findings, rather than consistent theory formation. 
Consequently, there is a growing need for knowledge. Questions related to Twitter’s role 
in election campaigns have ‒ therefore ‒ been studied extensively in recent years by re-
searchers from various fields such as political marketing, political communication and 
computer science. A clear majority of the existing research is focused on the United States 
of America (Christensen, 2013; Hemphill, Otterbacher & Shapiro, 2013; Lassen & 
Brown, 2011; Rodriguez-Andres, 2018; Zhang, Seltzer & Bichard., 2013) and the United 
Kingdom (Adi, Erickson & Lilleker, 2014; Baxter & Marcella, 2012; Graham, Jackson & 
Broersma, 2014; Lilleker & Jackson, 2010). But this does not mean that there is not a 
wealth of information available for other countries across the globe such as Australia 
(Bruns & Highfield, 2013), Brasil (Gilmore, 2012), Israel (Aharony, 2012), the Nether-
lands (Kruikemeier, 2014; Vergeer, Hermans & Sams, 2011; Vergeer et al., 2013; Vergeer 
& Hermans, 2013), Italy (Vaccari et al., 2013), Pakistan (Ahmed & Skoric, 2014) or 
South Korea (Lee & Oh, 2012).  

Many of these recent studies have focused on three different topics. Firstly, research 
examining what kind of parties and candidates tend to adopt Twitter. Secondly, an exten-
sive amount of literature addresses questions on how parties and candidates use Twitter by 
analysing the technical features, such as the use of messages or retweets, or a content 
analysis of tweets. The third group of research contains effect studies trying to understand 
the effects of Twitter on the users consuming tweets. This article examines issues relating 
to the first and the third group of studies by answering the following questions: who are 
the politicians using Twitter during election campaigns, when do they use it and how fre-
quent? And lastly but equally important, do Tweeting politicians perform better at the bal-
lot box? The answers to these questions can play an important role in the digital strategy 
development in electoral campaigns for Belgian politicians. Recent studies in the Nether-
lands have demonstrated how online communication can lead to an increase of electoral 
engagement and possibly to an increase in preferential votes (Kruikemeier, 2014). Yet, 
very little is known about this topic within a Belgian context. In the seldom cases that 
Belgium has been used as a case study for Twitter, the authors focus on a different topic 
than the present article namely a network analysis of the conversation patterns on Twitter 
(D’Heer & Verdegem, 2014). The present study explores, for the first time, the effect of 
Twitter on preferential votes in both the Flemish and French speaking region of Belgium.  

Theoretical Framework  

In recent years, social media have become an essential facet of political campaigning and 
numerous studies have been conducted on the topic (Agranoff & Tabin, 2011; Jacobs & 
Spierings, 2016). Only a few studies examine the underlying online communication strat-
egies of politicians during campaign periods (Jackson & Lilleker, 2011). It is essential to 
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get a better understanding of these different strategies because they have been proven cru-
cial and potentially beneficiary on electoral outcome (Graham & al, 2014; Kruikemeier et 
al., 2015; Spierings & Jacobs, 2014). Therefore, we need a better understanding why so-
cial media is included in election campaigns around the world. Three decades ago, re-
search already demonstrated that politicians having a website, received significantly high-
er number of votes compared to those without (D’Alessio, 1997). More recently, several 
authors have observed an association between cyber-campaigning and the number of 
votes a candidate receives (Gibson & Mcallister, 2011; Hansen & Kosiara-Pedersen, 
2014; Koc-Michalska, Lilleker, Surowiec & Baranofski, 2014). Some studies even found 
a moderate but positive effect of Twitter use on preferential votes (Jacobs & Spierings, 
2014; Spierings & Jacobs, 2014; Kruikemeier, 2014; Kruikemeier et al., 2015). Notwith-
standing other authors, such as Park and Perry (2008) who are rather sceptical about a po-
tential voter bonus. They are convinced that online campaigning will reach people that are 
already engaged in politics. According to these authors, online campaigning has the po-
tential to promote other forms of political engagement, such as money donations. But this 
will not result directly in additional votes. Therefore, it is argued that in the case a signifi-
cant difference would be found, it would be small (Kruikemeier et al., 2015).  

Social presence theory 

Because of its interactive character, Twitter facilitates two-way conversations between a 
candidate and his followers which resembles features of offline interpersonal communica-
tion. Via these personal and interactive messages, the candidate appears to be closer to the 
reader and is perceived as more ‘present’. This interactive and personal use of messages 
by the candidate could lead to a feeling of closeness, an enhanced positive feeling towards 
the candidate followed by an increase of political involvement. The ‘social presence theo-
ry’ postulates that the ‘social presence’ of a politician, the feeling of closeness, could re-
sult in a higher intention to vote. Hence, politicians would benefit significantly when pre-
sent on social media (Kruikemeier et al, 2015; Lee & Oh, 2012; Lee & Shin, 2012). How-
ever, being present online is not sufficient. The frequency of tweets (Spierings & Jacobs, 
2014) and the level of personalized interaction with followers is essential in order to gen-
erate a small but significant effect on preferential votes (Kruikemeier et al., 2013). There-
fore, Spierings and Jacobs (2014) conclude that politicians who do not update their social 
media account, also referred to as ‘social zombies’, do not generate any additional votes.  

Who uses Twitter and when? 

A number of studies has examined what background features can predict Twitter use of 
political parties and candidates. These features will help to answer the second research 
question: what variables can predict Twitter use and who uses it today? Surprisingly, the 
general findings are quite consistent across various countries and election cycles. In gen-
eral, the variables that might predict higher Twitter use are: incumbency, media attention, 
age, gender and party ideology. The overall conclusions are that candidates of well-
established major parties, incumbent parties, and those with high budgets are more likely 
to include Twitter in their strategy (Jungherr, 2016). Additionally, it has been observed 
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