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ABSTRACT:
Drawing on the theoretical framework of Grabe & Bucy (2009), this chapter presents the findings
of an exploratory study concerning the visual self-presentation strategies that the political leaders of
the two main political parties in Greece (Syriza and New Democracy) employed in their political
adverts on YouTube during the campaign for the 2019 European Parliamentary elections. The
findings illustrate that, despite the fact that both leaders made equal use of the two master frames of the ideal candidate and the populist campaigner, their visual strategies differed in the emphasis
given to the various subdimensions of the visual framework. Both leaders attempted to project a
public persona characterised by ordinariness and professionalism. Tsipras used a series of spots
through which he sought to both ‘renew’ his relationship with the electorate, and reinforce
perceptions of his statesmanship as a widely respected political leader. Mitsotakis’ visual strategy
was primarily based on building a more relatable image and strengthening his leadership profile, as
well as the frequent use of patriotic symbols.
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Introduction

Research on the visual aspects of political communication and campaigning has gained
increasing momentum among academics (Schill, 2012; Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Holtz-Bacha & Johansson,
2017; Russmann & Svensson, 2017; Veneti, Jackson & Lilleker, 2019). Various studies have
demonstrated the resonant power of images to evoke strong emotions (Coleman & Wu, 2015; Lilleker,
2019), to act as a source of political information that can be processed quickly and be more memorable
(Graber, 1996; Bucher & Schumacher, 2006), and to shape attitudes and behaviours (Lilleker, 2019;
Rosenberg et al., 1986). As Lilleker (2019, p.39) argues ’Imagery can be used to portray ideal roles,
behaviors and the norms of a given society, for example, how a world leader should look or what
makes a leader appear more authentic, honest, decisive or competent’. Supporting such arguments,
other studies have shown that voters rely on visual cues, such as politicians’ physical attractiveness,
when assessing candidates’ character traits and making voting-related decisions (Ahler, Citrin, Dougal
& Lenz, 2017; Banducci, Karp, Thrasher & Rallings, 2008). Given that visual representation plays a
crucial role in election campaigns, political candidates engage in unremitting struggles to use visual
frames that present them positively and that can convince voters to support them (Grabe & Bucy,
2009; Marland, 2012).

In the digital media era, political candidates have an abundance of opportunities to portray
themselves through visual means that communicate directly with voters (Stanyer, 2008; Jackson &
Lilleker, 2011). Traditional forms of political marketing, such as political advertising, have evolved to
address the needs of the new era. Alongside traditional 30-second filmed spots designed for television
and posted online, so-called YouTube ads are among the most popular forms of contemporary political
advertising (Vesnic-Alujevic & Van Bauwel, 2014). As Grusin (2009, p. 66) argues ’YouTube produces a
divergence of audience and message [...] fostering multiple points of view rather than the small
number of viewpoints represented by broadcast television’. Launched in 2005, YouTube is now the
biggest online video-sharing platform worldwide and one that political candidates seek to capitalizse
on. Through such online advertising, politicians now possess considerable opportunities, both to
manage their self-presentation and to reach a massive audience. However, there is a paucity of
research on how political candidates utilise images to depict themselves on social media sites (Muñoz
& Towner, 2017).

Drawing on the theoretical framework of Grabe & Bucy (2009), and other similar studies of visual
representation (Muñoz & Towner, 2017; Goodnow, 2013; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2013), this chapter
presents the findings of an exploratory study of the visual self-presentation strategies that the political
leaders of the two main political parties in Greece (namely Syriza and New Democracy) employed
during the electoral campaign of the 2019 European Parliamentary elections. As evidenced by various
studies, Greece makes a particularly interesting case study for such exploration, as it has slowly but
consistently adopted new media technologies in political campaigning (Poulakidakos & Giannouli,
2019; Jackson et al., 2019; Deligiaouri, 2011; Deligiaouri & Symeonidis, 2010. For an overview of the
professionalisation of political communication in Greece see: Papathanasopoulos, 2007). This
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research is based on both a qualitative and a quantitative content analysis of the political
advertisements uploaded on both parties’ official YouTube channels.

The Greek political system and the EU elections

Greece is a presidential parliamentary republic with a multi-party system. The Prime Minister of
Greece is the head of government. The Greek Parliament has 300 members, elected for a four-year
term by a reinforced proportional representation election system. Local and national elections are
held every four years in Greece. Following the outbreak of the economic crisis in 2008 and the
subsequent signing of the Greek bailout treaty in May 2010, Greece was characterised by deep
political instability, which led to a subsequent restructuring of its political system. Following the results
of the July 2019 national elections, the two main political parties are now New Democracy (ND Nea
Dimokratia- the conservative party) which won the elections, and SYRIZA (Coalition of the Radical
Left), the main opposition party. Beyond these two parties, the Greek Parliament currently consists of
the Kinima Allagis (the socialist party), the Greek Communist Party (KKE- Komounistiko Komma
Ellados), MeRA25 (a left-wing political party), and Greek Solution (Elliniki Lisi, a right-wing populist
party).

Research on contemporary Greek political parties has trended to be based and focus on strongly held
beliefs that they are ’personal parties’ (in that, they are closely identified with the personalities of
their leaders), characterised by interlocking relationships with various stakeholders (Lyrintzis, 2007).
Despite the fact that a sole focus on these characteristics does not do justice to a comprehensive
understanding of the parties’ idiosyncrasies, it is nonetheless the case that considerable research has
served to underline the central importance in Greek politics of the role and the impact of the party
leader on both the political direction of their party and its style of governance (for a closer examination
of the roles of political leadership in Greece, see: Featherstone and Papadimitriou, 2019; Moschonas,
2002: 134-153; Moschonas, 2004). Given these facts, the focus of this study is on the self-presentation
strategies of the two main political leaders, Alexis Tsipras (SYRIZA) and Kyriakos Mitsotakis (New
Democracy), during the 2019 European Parliamentary elections. It is worth noting here, that the year
of 2019 was an intensively busy political period for Greece, with three sets of elections being held; on
26th May both Municipal and EU elections took place, followed by General elections on 7 th July. EU
elections are widely viewed as a barometer for national politics, being referred to as ’national secondorder elections’ (Reif & Schmit, 1980). This was borne out by responses to the results of the European
Parliament elections in May 2019 (in which SYRIZA lost considerable power), with Alexis Tsipras (the
Greek PM at that time) immediately announcing a General Election (for the results see: European
Parliament electoral results, 2019). A range of studies have illustrated that European elections in
Greece are determined more by domestic than wider political cleavages, and are dominated by issues
of national rather than European or international importance (Reif & Schmit, 1980; Novelli et al.,
2017).
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Political Candidates’ Self-Presentation and Visual Framing

During election campaigns, candidates aim to create and communicate an appealing image of
themselves in order to attract voters. As early as 1959, the sociologist Erving Goffman presented a
theory of self-presentation, in his book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. By employing a
dramaturgical, theatre-like approach, to the study of human social interactions, Goffman argues that
when an individual comes into contact with other people, they attempt to control the others’
impressions, by ‘fixing’ his/her appearance and manner. Goffman’s main interest was in
understanding how, through the use of symbolic mechanisms, we shape the ways in which we are
perceived by others. Goffman’s theory of self-presentation has been widely used in recent political
research on the digital media environment, such as the examination of political candidates’ websites
(Stanyer, 2008; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2013) and their social media profiles (Colliander et al., 2017;
Jackson & Lilleker, 2011). In a comparative study, investigating the online self-presentation of
American and British politicians, Stanyer (2008) found that members of the U.S. House of
Representatives projected aspects of their private life more frequently than did their British
counterparts. The explanation he provides is that U.S. politicians are more likely to focus on their
personal qualities, as party loyalty is not as prevalent in the U.S. as it is in the UK. In another study,
Jackson and Lilleker (2011) found that British MPs use Twitter both as a political marketing tool and
as part of their impression management strategy. Their findings indicate that MPs tweeted about their
everyday lives, their political views, and their personal preferences. In an experimental study on the
use of Twitter by Swedish political candidates, Colliander et al. (2017) demonstrated that tweets that
combine aspects of politicians’ professional and private life increased voters’ interest in the candidates
and the likelihood of their voting for them.

Although these studies offer us valuable insights into the campaign communication strategies of
candidates, they focus primarily on textual or verbal elements. Yet, social media platforms rely largely
on visual communication (Gupta, 2013). Engagement with social media platforms, such as YouTube,
Instagram, Snapchat, Tumblr, and Pinterest, has gained considerable momentum with
consumers/voters. As such visual-centric media platforms offer new avenues for self-presentation and
image management, there is a greater need to develop understandings of the role and impact that
images play and possess in political campaigning (Muñoz & Towner, 2017). Research on the selfpresentation of candidates has frequently utilised visual framing to investigate how candidates’ build
their public profiles. Visual framing draws on classic framing theory, as first articulated in Goffman’s
(1974) work, and examines how aspects of reality are perceived, in order to highlight and promote a
particular interpretation of a specific event, issue or person (see also Entman, 1993). According to
Hertog & McLeod (2001) frames derive power from their symbolic significance, through their use of
recognisable myths and metaphors in the narratives they promote. Images are powerful framing tools,
because they are less intrusive than words and as such are less cognitively demanding. Therefore,
when images are utilised in campaigning, it is more likely that peripheral rather than central processing
in the brain may be activated, resulting in audiences being more likely to accept the visual frame
without question (Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011, p.50).
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In studying the portrayal of political actors in traditional television coverage during U.S. presidential
election campaigns from 1992 to 2004, Grabe & Bucy (2009) identified three visual frames: the ideal
candidate, the populist campaigner, and the sure loser. They claim that the ideal candidate framing
broadly consists of two dimensions, statesmanship and compassion; ’[v]isual manifestations of
statesmanship signal the mythic proportions of the presidency, projecting, power, authority, control
and active leadership’ (Grabe & Bucy, 2009, p.102), whereas compassion is represented by linking
candidates with ’social symbols of compassion such as children and families’ (ibid., p. 104). As such,
the political image of statesmanship is best projected through appearances with prominent peers and
patriotic symbols, and appearances in formal attire. The populist campaigner frame is similar to that
for the ideal candidate, being manifested in two dimensions: mass appeal and ordinariness. This
framing builds on ’the idea that ordinary people, a noble troupe, stand in opposition to an aristocratic
and self-serving elite’ (ibid., p. 105). So, by embracing the populist campaigner frame, a candidate
displays familiarity and intimacy with and understanding of the people. Mass appeal is communicated
through the portrayal of massive audiences supporting the candidate or their associating with
celebrities. Ordinariness is depicted by the candidate dressing in informal attire or sports clothing,
interacting with ordinary people or undertaking physical activity (ibid., p. 107). The sure loser frame
portrays candidates in unflattering situations (e.g. with negative facial expressions, such as frowning),
and looks to highlight slipups in their campaign. Several researchers have applied Grabe and Bucy’s
(2009) approach in their examination of candidates’ visual self-representation strategies. It is worth
noting that the sure loser frame has not been used in these studies, as it is highly unlikely that
candidates will purposefully present themselves in such a negative way.

Goodnow (2013) applied Grabe and Bucy’s framework in a semiotic analysis of Obama’s and
Romney’s use of Facebook photos during the 2012 U.S presidential election campaign. She
discovered that both men, despite adopting different strategies, utlised the frames of the ideal and
populist candidate. In a similarly focused study of Facebook photos, of Romanian candidates in the
2014 European elections, Cmeciu (2014) found that the ideal candidate frame was more prevalent
than that of the populist campaigner. With reference to the ideal candidate frame, the compassion
dimension was the dominant one, while the populist frame was mostly promoted through an
emphasis on ordinariness. In discussing the use of the compassion dimension, Cmeciu (2014, p. 424)
revealed that female candidates posted images depicting them interacting with children in an
attempt to encourage the impression of a ’protective mother’. A series of researches, across
different media platforms, electoral races and countries, have emphasised differences in the
strategic use of the two master frames (ideal and populist). For instance, Lee (2016), in a crosscultural examination of presidential website photos of the former U.S President Obama and the
South Korean President Lee Myung-bak, found that Obama relied mostly on compassion and mass
appeal, while Myung-bak focused more on the ideal candidate dimension of statesmanship. In a
more recent study of U.S. presidential primary candidates’ Instagram profiles, Muñoz and Towner
(2017) found that the ideal candidate frame was more popular than the populist frame.

Taking such discussions on the significance and popularity of Instagram in visual self-presentation
strategies further, Poulakidakos and Giannouli (2019) examined the Instagram photos of the main
political leaders in Greece. Their study revealed that the visual strategies of Kyriakos Mitsotakis
(Conservative party Opposition Leader during the period of that study), and Alexis Tsipras (Radical left
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party leader and Prime Minister at the time of that study) differed significantly. Kyriakos Mitsotakis
posted more personal and private photos than Alexis Tsipras. The latter focused more on developing
a statesmanship profile that could promote the image of ’an effective, problem-solving and
internationally accepted politician’ (Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019, p.202). The authors conclude
that both leaders promoted a very positive self-image, by strategically avoiding attacks on their
opponent and instead focusing on amiable images of themselves. Previous experimental research has
revealed that voters prefer candidates with a more positive image (such as images with them smiling)
than negative images (such as images of them looking annoyed) (Barrett & Barrington, 2005).

As these studies suggest, campaigning online requires a careful consideration of the various digital
platforms’ architectures, as these in their turn influence decision making concerning effective visual
strategies (as an example - the more personalised approach that works best on Instagram). With 1.9
billion users worldwide (Statista, 2019), YouTube has increasingly gained prominence in political
campaigning. YouTube is a video-sharing website that appeared in the era of Web 2.0 and which
started to be used for political communication in 2006, during the electoral campaign for the
presidential primaries in the United States (Gueorguieva 2008). Given it is, by a considerable margin,
the world’s most used video-sharing platform, ever more politicians and political parties are
increasingly using it for various purposes, online political advertising being amongst the most popular.
By online political advertising, we refer to both traditional 30-second adverts designed for television
that have been posted online, and a more recent form of advertising, so-called ’YouTube ads’ (Ridout,
Franklin Fowler & Branstetter, 2010). Despite a vast literature on traditional political advertising (Kaid,
1998; Kaid & Holtz-Bacha, 2006; Kaid & Johnston, 2001) we know little about such, more recent, online
political ads (Vesnic-Alujevic & Van Bauwel, 2014).

Given the increasing importance of online political advertising, the disparities in politicians’ visual
strategies - as affected by diverse political cultures, and the important differences in usage due to
different platforms’ digital architecture - as manifested in various studies (Bossetta, 2018), this
chapter investigates how the main Greek political leaders use online political advertising to promote
specific images of themselves through a case study, exploring their YouTube Political Advertisements
for the European Parliament 2019 Elections .

Methodology

To address our research objective, we conducted a qualitative and quantitative content analysis
(Schram, 2014) of the political advertisements that the two major Greek political parties, namely New
Democracy and SYRIZA, uploaded on their YouTube channels during the pre-electoral period leading
up to the European Parliamentary elections in May 2019. The sample we analysed consisted of all the
spots (both still images or video) that included the leaders of the two main parties (see Appendix): five
spots by the New Democracy party portraying its leader Kyriakos Mitsotakis (Opposition leader during
the elections and the current Greek Prime Minister) (New Democracy YouTube Channel., 2019), and
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fifteen spots by the SYRIZA party presenting its leader Alexis Tsipras (Prime Minister at that time, who
lost the electoral race) (SYRIZA YouTube channel, 2019).

The analysis was conducted by both researchers over a period of two weeks in November 2019. Our
unit of analysis was the video and its whole duration was examined and coded by both researchers.
The data entry for the quantitative content analysis and the elaboration of the results was conducted
with the use of SPSS 25.0.

Coding scheme

In order to examine the visual self-representation strategies of the two Greek political leaders in the
political advertisements on YouTube, we employed both a deductive and inductive framing analysis
through a coding scheme with eight variables. We drew on Grabe and Bucy’s (2009) visual framework,
which was developed to analyse the visual strategy of U.S. presidential candidates in TV news
coverage. We utilised their two dominant master frames of the ideal candidate and the populist
campaigner.
However, in order to more appropriately address the idiosyncrasies of our particular study, we chose
to adapt the variables that refer to the two dimensions of the ideal candidate frame; statesmanship
and compassion. The final variables were formulated as follows: Statesmanship was measured using
the following set of binary variables (0 = absence, 1 = presence): (a) Greek elected officials, (b)
International politicians, (c) patriotic symbols, (d) identifiable entourage (reporters), (f) formal attire.
Compassion was measured using the following variables: (a) children, (b) family associations, (c)
admiring women, (d) religious symbols, (e) interaction with individuals, (f) physical embraces.

In a similar way, the populist campaigner frame which consists of the dimensions mass appeal and
ordinariness was formulated as follows: The mass appeal was measured using the following binary
variables: (a) celebrities, (b) large audiences, (c) interaction with crowds, and the Ordinariness was
measured by using the variables: (a) casual dress, (b) athletic clothing, (c) ordinary people, (d) physical
activity. Like other similar studies, we have not utilised the sure loser frame as this, unsurprisingly, was
not used by candidates and as such is not relevant for this research (Goodnow, 2013; Muñoz &
Towner, 2017). Finally, in order to examine the cinematic techniques that the political leaders
employed, we included the following three frames: Camera frame, which was examined through the
following variables - (a) portrait, (b) medium distance, (c) long distance; Camera angle, examined
through the following variables - (a) looking directly at the camera, (b) not looking at the camera, (c)
mixed; and the Videostyle, examined through the following variables - (a) video (motion image), (b)
use of still images, (c) mixed.

Visual self-representation strategies of Greek political leaders
Findings and discussion

Our data reveals that, contrary to similar studies (Goodnow, 2013; Cmeciu, 2014; Muñoz & Towner,
2017), where candidates tended to seek to visually present themeselves as the ideal candidate, in the
Greek case, candidates used both master frames equally. However, although both Tsipras and
Mitsotakis utilised both of these master frames of the ideal candidate and populist campaigner, each
candidate employed them in different ways with respect to the emphasis on their respective
dimensions.

The visual self-presentation of Alexis Tsipras

As is obvious from the analysis of our data, Tsipras used elements from both master frames (ideal
candidate and populist campaigner) equally frequently in his visual self-representation strategy. Table
1 (below) displays the number of cases in which each of the variables, relating respectively to the two
dimensions associated with each of the master frames, were found in the party’s political
advertisements.

-Table 1 here-

The majority of SYRIZA spots were issue-specific political ads focusing on a range of topics, such as
pensions, health, education, labour rights, etc. (see Appendix). With regard to the ideal candidate
frame, Tsipras made use of both dimensions (statesmanship and compassion) to enhance his image
as a strong and compassionate leader. As far as the first dimension, of statesmanship, is concerned;
despite being well known for his casual dressing style, in the majority of these spots, Tsipras was
presented in formal attire. Although the campaign did not include many spots where Tsipras was seen
with other politicians, the ones that were posted on YouTube were very well curated, providing
carefully selected images with well-known and significant political figures, such as António Costa,
Prime Minister of Portugal, Udo Bullmann, MEP/ President of the European Socialists, Jesse Feras
Klaver, Leader of GroenLinks, and the Pope. As Goodnow’s (2013) study of Obama’s photos reveals,
this is quite a common tactic to deploy. Obama positively influenced public perceptions of his
statesmanship, by being seen to be closely associated with other respected statesmen (Goodnow,
2013, p.1589). In a similar way, Tsipras sought to enhance public perceptions of his leadership,
authority and international profile, through being seen to associated with other prominent European
peers.

In terms of the focus achieved by the different technical aspects of their spots, SYRIZA predominantly
utilised video to build the leadership profile of Tsipras, while still images were used to construct a
more ‘intimate’ relationship with different publics. Overall, there were five spots with video, and ten
spots with still images of Alexis Tsipras. These spots included videos in which Tsipras was mainly
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interacting with large and approving audiences, videos which featured other prominent European
peers supporting him, and videos in which Tsipras was talking directly to the camera, full of
confidence. As has been foregrounded in a range of similar studies (Goodnow, 2013; Muñoz & Towner,
2017), the focus on the mass appeal dimension (relating to the populist campaigner frame), through
the depiction of the candidate with large and approving audiences, is a frequently used one. As Cialdini
(2006) argues, this constitutes a tactic of persuasion, which seeks to demonstrate ‘social proof’ of the
candidate’s popularity to voters.

With regard to the shooting style of these spots, in most of them, as a result of the style of SYRIZA
video ads and their subsequent use of still images, Tsipras did not look directly at the camera. As Table
2 (below) shows, there are only four spots out of the 15 in which a mixed style has been adopted. In
these, Tsipras was depicted, from a medium distance, walking, interacting with people, or talking to
the camera.

-

Table 2 here -

The main visual strategy adopted in the issue-specific spots was a focus on Grabe and Bucy’s (2009)
dimensions of compassion (ideal candidate frame), and ordinariness (populist campaigner frame).
Each of these spots began with a presentation of either the government’s achievements per sector,
or prospective policies deemed to be favoured by the electorate, and concluded with a still image of
Tsipras with relevant individuals or groups from the respective public that each spot was aimed at (e.g.
older people when discussing pensions, nurses when discussing health etc.). Overall, Tsipras’ photos
were replete with images depicting him with ordinary people (13 out of 15 spots include such photos).
Lots of these images included him engaging in physical embraces with these publics (handshakes and
affinity gestures). In these issue-specific (themed) spots, the compassion and ordinariness dimensions
are focused on in ways that allow a construction of Tsipras as possessing the profile of a
compassionate leader, on two levels: (a) depicting him in physical interactions with ordinary people
suggests an image of a leader that is easily accessible and relatable to (the various candid shots, and
his natural unpolished style, facilitated such readings); (b) such perceived closeness to the people can
then more easily be translated as being related to possessing an understanding of the people’s needs
and expectations, that is then reflected in the proposed policies of the party.

The visual self-presentation of Kyriakos Mitsotakis

As was the case with Tsipras, Mitsotakis utilised both master frames (ideal candidate and populist
campaigner) equally, as Table 3 illustrates. However, the emphasis within the range of variables, with
respect to the two dimensions of each of the frames, was different.

-Table 3 here-
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Regarding the statesmanship dimension, Mitsotakis outscored Tsipras on the use of patriotic symbols.
Specifically, the Greek flag was readily apparent in all of the spots in which Mitsotakis appears. The
primary visual strategy, with respect to the portrayal of Mitsotakis, was defined by a focus on an
ethno-centric dimension, an attempt to create a feeling of ‘Greekness’, and ‘unity’. As evidenced by
subsequent spots in the national election campaign a few months later, this is a strongly consistent,
prominent and ongoing aspect of ND strategy (Veneti & Poulakidakos, 2019). The frequent use of
patriotic images as a means to build positive perceptions of a candidate’s statesmanship amongst
voters has been widely utilised by many politicians and political parties, and is particularly evident
with respect to portrayals of leaders of conservative parties and the US Republican party. For instance,
Goodnow (2013) argues that Mitt Romney’s extensive use of patriotic images in the US was an
attempt, by the presidential candidate, to borrow credibility from venerated symbols. Muñoz and
Towner (2017) found that President Trump relied on images that associated him with patriotic
symbols and large approving audiences more than any of the other presidential candidates.
The ideal candidate subdimension of statesmanship was further enhanced through what Grabe and
Bucy (2009, p.102) call images of ’power, control, and active leadership’. Mitsotakis was depicted
engaging in a variety of situations that reflected his leadership of the party, and his ‘readiness’ for the
PM post. Such images included interaction with the potential MEPs of his party, giving speeches to
large approving audiences, and him working in his office.

Drawing on Grabe and Bucy’s (2009) subdimension of ordinariness, it is apparent that the leader of
the conservative party sought to display images that suggested his closeness to the people. The spots
were replete with images and videos of ordinary people interacting with the party leader. Some of
them included him engaging in affinity gestures (e.g. physical embraces, handshakes, high-fives),
suggesting a sincere interest in the people and their needs. A range of studies have illustrated that
such gestures are common practice in political campaigning; US Democratic party presidential
candidate Bernie Sanders and US President Donald Trump frequently post images that depict them
gesturing with their hands. Sanders was frequently seen with arms outstretched to a crowd, and
Trump is frequently seen giving a thumbs-up gesture in photos (Strand & Schill, 2019; Muñoz &
Towner, 2017). In the case of Mitsotakis, who is generally considered part of the elite upper class, the
ND visual strategy was designed to bridge this gap between his membership of elite and ordinary
people. Such images raised the credibility of his claim to relate to the lives and needs of the average
Greek voter.

This positive portrayal of Mitsotakis’ relationship with the people was further enhanced by the camera
angle used when filming him addressing audiences. Specifically, in three out of the five spots, a mixed
approach was utilised that included shots of Mitsotakis making eye contact with the camera. Camera
shots such as these are more engaging for viewers, since the subject is perceived to be looking directly
at the people he is addressing. This, direct address to the viewer, creates what Kress and van Leeuwen
(2006) call an image act; when ’the subjects create a vector with the viewers, thereby asking them to
participate with them in their act’ (Goodnow, 2013, p.1590). In this context, front-angle photos are
usually interpreted by viewers as suggesting honesty (Goodnow, 2013).

Visual self-representation strategies of Greek political leaders

Resonating with similar studies (Reif & Schmit, 1980; Novelli et al., 2017), we found that both sets of
spots (those from ND and from SYRIZA) focused more on domestic issues, those viewed as of national
importance, with only a secondary focus on connecting these domestic and national issues to the
future of Greece in the EU. Comparatively, ND spots had a slightly greater focus on the European
aspect of the EU elections, as in two out of the five spots, its leader was depicted along with the party’s
prospective MEPs.

Concluding remarks

This study provides a fuller and clearer understanding of how political leaders use YouTube political
adverts to visually construct and communicate a desired image of their political selves. While similar
studies (Goodnow, 2013; Cmeciu, 2014; Muñoz & Towner, 2017) suggest that the ideal candidate
frame is the most frequently used, our data shows that the Greek political leaders used both frames
– ideal candidate and populist campaigner – equally. Such differences need to be appreciated as
occurring within somewhat different contexts, given the different affordances that social media
platforms offer for campaigning, compared to the utilisation of traditional technology and
campaigning methods, with this being reflected in how they are being used differently in candidates’
communication strategies (Jackson et al., 2019; Kreiss et al., 2018). In this context, YouTube political
advertisements can be understood as being an amalgam of different elements that are borrowed from
both traditional political advertising and contemporary social media practices. Moreover, such
findings could possibly be a reflection of the rise of populism on both the right and the left across
much of the globe in recent years.
Despite the fact that both leaders utilised the two master frames (ideal candidate and popular
campaigner) almost equally, their visual strategies for campaigning on YouTube differed significantly
in the emphasis each gave to the various subdimensions of Grabe and Bucy’s (2009) visual
framework (for the ideal candidate framing, the dimensions of statesmanship and compassion; for
the populist campaigner framing, the dimensions of mass appeal and ordinariness). As a common
denominator, both political leaders attempted to project a public persona that was characterised by
both ordinariness and professionalism/statesmanship (Langer, 2007). As research on Greek
politicians’ use of Instagram illustrates, there has been a growing momentum with regard to the use
of social media in politicians’ attempts to enhance public perceptions of their leadership skills
(Poulakidakos & Giannouli, 2019). Tsipras used a series of spots through which he sought to ‘renew’
his relationship with the electorate, and to reinforce perceptions of his statesmanship, as a globally
recognised political leader. Mitsotakis’ visual strategy had three distinct aspects: (a) an attempt to
build a more relatable and accessible image; (b) the enhancement of perceptions of his leadership
profile and his authority; (c) the construction of an image intended to project him as the ‘protector’
of national interests, through the frequent use of patriotic symbols. More broadly, the ND adopted a
similar strategy for the campaign for the subsequent national elections (Veneti, 2020). Through the
various visual frames that were utilised, both leaders tried to ensure that they communicated a
public image that encouraged their audiences to view them as occupying a position of service to the
country; a strong leader able to govern. It is important to take into consideration that our research is
limited by the small sample size that consequently limits our ability to make broad generalisations.
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As such, it would be useful for future research to explore a larger sample, as well as provide a
comparative approach as to the use of YouTube political ads in different countries, across different
periods in the electoral cycle.

Appendix
New Democracy Spots
No. Title
1
ND long spot

Duration
8:43

Link
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXKtpSd4zIg

2

1:49

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tWGqQfQzKp4

1:13

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-b_cNrpP0EI

6:25

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sj65_2DlgNs

1:20

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_F0Bt8HQbw&t=12s

3
4
5

We deserve better In
Greece and Europe
Greece’s future is to
begin now
Greece can make it.
Greeks can make it.
Greece can make it.
Greeks can make it.

Source: Official New Democracy (ND) YouTube channel

SYRIZA Spots
No. Title
1

2
3
4

5
6

For the Greece of
many and people’s
Europe
Home is its people
We say no to their
plan for the many
Restore injustices Support to the
pensioners
Full access to Free
Public Health
Enhancement of
Free Public Health

Duration in
mins
7:00

Link

0:54

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dimdJd2M6aI

1:18

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kFkuYPdIwnc

1:06

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xGplthOnIDc

0:25

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=86awhGx09YM

0:25

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XRfgKjP2mdA
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7
8

9
10
11
12

13
14
15

A fair Insurance
system for all
Sustainable
Insurance system for
all
Free Public
Education for all
Protection of Labour
Rights
Equal rights for @ll

0:22

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CFmwKMqJcHk

0:24

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8S5tFjjqgB8

0:41

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EAA17NUSdCc

0:41

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7NjYRycems

0:21

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=do3ViQrhzxo

Support for the
family and the
children
It is the time for the
many
Regulation of the
broadcasting sector
Empowerment of
the Welfare State

0:30

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=88TuU3vs92o

2:04

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k44Onjaxcww

0:29

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CZA9dgKPXCY

0:28

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7y9fwKFIpKU

Source: Official SYRIZA YouTube channel
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Table 1
Alexis Tsipras N=15
Master frame

Dimension

Variable

Presence (No
of cases)

Ideal Candidate (IC)
Statesmanship
Greek elected officials
International politicians
Patriotic symbols
Identifiable entourage
Formal attire
Total Statemanship
Compassion

2
2
2
4
9
19

Children
Family associations
Admiring women
Religious symbols
Interaction with individuals
Physical embraces

2
0
3
1
10
7
23
42

Celebrities
Large audiences
Interaction with crowds

0
12
10
22

Casual dress
Athletic clothing
Ordinary people
Physical activity

7
0
13
0
20
42

Total Compassion
Total IC
Populist Campaigner
(PC)
Mass Appeal

Total Mass appeal
Ordinariness

Total Ordinariness
Total PC

Table 2. Camera angle: A. Tsipras
Frequency

Percent

Valid
Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Valid

Looking
directly
to the
camera

1

6.7

6.7

6.7

Not
looking
to the
camera

10

66.7

66.7

73.3

Mixed

4

26.7

26.7

100.0

Total

15

100.0

100.0

Table 3
Kyriakos Mitsotakis N=5
Master frame
Dimension

Variable

Presence (No
of cases)

Ideal Candidate
Statesmanship
Greek elected officials
International politicians
Patriotic symbols
Identifiable entourage
Formal attire

3
1
5
3
5
17

Children
Family associations
Admiring women
Religious symbols
Interaction with individuals
Physical embraces

3
0
3
0
5
5
16
33

Celebrities
Large audiences
Interaction with crowds

0
5
4
9

Casual dress
Athletic clothing
Ordinary people
Physical activity

3
0
5
0
8
17

Total Statemanship
Compassion

Total Compassion
Total IC
Populist Campaigner
Mass Appeal

Total Mass Appeal
Ordinariness

Total Ordinariness
Total PC

