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Abstract 

 

Politicians’ main concern is to find a personal branding strategy that will influence the individual’s 

intention to vote. The style of communication plays an important role and this study focused on 

personalized communication. Personalized communication is divided in low and high level of disclosing 

information and emotions on social media by politicians, therefore this study focused on providing 

empirical evidence in the different levels of personalized communication. The gender of the politician is 

also taken into account since in politics women are overshadowed in numbers by men. The main 

purpose of this research was to answer the research questions: “To what extent do levels of personalized 

communication of politicians as a strategy of personal branding affect the individuals’ intention to 

vote?” and “To what extent is this effect contingent upon the politicians’ gender?”. An online 

experiment was conducted in the shape of a 2 (personalized communication: low personalized versus 

high personalized) x 2 (gender of the politician: male versus female) between subject factorial design in 

order to shed light into the different effects this experiment had.  Theoretical and practical implications 

are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

In the closing weeks of their campaigns for the presidency of the U.S., Democrat Hillary Clinton and 

Republican Donald Trump, “became notable” how social media defined their strategy by posting 

continuous updates on their social media accounts. The results of these elections showed that online 

personal branding through social media has changed the landscape of political campaigning (Lee & Lim, 

2016). Although a lot of commentators dismiss Trump’s strategy of continuously disclosing information 

in Twitter, his online personal branding techniques appear to have been more personalized in 

comparison to his opponent (Baker, 2016).  

Personalized communication online is that which “includes the sharing of information from one’s 

own private life, and the sharing of emotions on social media” (Kruikemeier, 2014, p.131). According to 

Kruikemeier (2014) and other scholars (i.e. Kruikemeier, 2014; Van Santen & Van Zoonen, 2010; Adam 

& Maier, 2010, etc.), when a politician is communicating with individuals in a direct manner, by 

disclosing personal information, is an attempt to gain approval and potential votes. By delving deeper 

into the theory of personalized communication (Kruikemeier, 2014) one can see the link between 

personalized communication and self-disclosure theory (Cozby, 1973). Self-disclosure theory is “the act 

of sharing any personal information to an individual” (Cozby, 1973, p.73).  

Computer-mediated communication, such as social media significantly reduce the availability of 

non-verbal cues present in offline communication, which aid understanding the difficulty of establishing 

interpersonal relationships (Walther, 2011). More specifically, establishing credibility and positive 

attitude (Walther, 2011). Regardless of the challenges computer-mediated-communication systems 

(CMC) face due to the lack of available cues, scholars perceive that it is possible to establish warm 

interpersonal relationships (Walther, 2011). Two theories have been central in terms of this view that it 

is possible to form relationships via CMC; Social Presence Theory and Social Information Processing 

Theory (SIP).  For instance, according to social presence theory, interpersonal interactions can be 
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perceived better by setting a one-dimensional continuum; placing face-to-face communication as the one 

with the most social presence and text-based communication as the least (Short, Williams, & Christie, 

1976). SIP theory posits that the individuals share information online via the style, content and timing of 

the messages (Walther & Parks, 2002).  

Furthermore, the U.S. elections also shed light on the gender gap in politics. This was the first time a 

female candidate was given a chance to the presidency (McGregor, Lawrence, & Cardona, 2016). This 

phenomenon is observed not only in politics, but also in various domains, e.g. working, environment, 

education, etc. (Badgett, Lau, Sears, & Ho, 2007; Butler & Preece, 2016). In the past, female politicians 

have been criticized, discriminated against and portrayed as political outsiders (Galligan & Clavero, 

2008; McGregor, Lawrence, & Cardona, 2016; Simien, 2015; Fridkin & Kenney, 2014; Åström & 

Karlsson, 2016; Braden, 2015), as such, it is a challenge to determine how online personal branding may 

influence the attitude and perceived credibility of female politicians.  

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, there is a gap in literature regarding the personalized 

communication of male and female politicians and what effect it has on the perceived credibility or the 

attitude of the individuals (Lombardo, Meier, & Verloo, 2009).  

Therefore this study focuses on answering the following questions: 

RQ1: To what extent do levels of personalized communication of politicians as a strategy of personal 

branding affect the individuals’ intention to vote? 

RQ2: To what extent is this effect contingent upon the politicians’ gender? 

The scientific relevance of this study is threefold. First, although previous research has been 

conducted on personal branding strategies of politicians (Kruikemeier, 2014; Braden, 2015; Nielsen, 

2011) these studies do not test the effects on important outcome variables like the public’s attitude and 

politicians’ perceived credibility. Second, previous studies have focused on the gender of the politician, 
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the personal branding effects and how the gender influences an individual’s intention to vote in an 

offline context (Gidengil & Everitt, 2003; Fukuyama, 1998; Sanbonmatsu, 2002). This study, therefore, 

will focus on the same concept but in the online context. Lastly, it has not been researched how different 

levels of personalized communication of male and female politicians affect the public’s intention to vote 

in the online context. 

The societal relevance of this study is to examine whether or not the online context is generating a 

positive effect towards the politician through personalized communication. Moreover, the representation 

of female politicians online in order to gain a better understanding of the gender gap in an attempt to 

seclude it.  

In this study to answer the research questions, an experiment was conducted by generating an online 

political campaign on social media. Profiles of fictional male and female political candidates were 

created followed by a survey. 

The outline of this thesis is as follows. First, the theoretical framework is provided (chapter 2). 

Second, the methodology is illustrated (chapter 3). Subsequently, the results are described (chapter 4). 

Finally, the discussion and the implications are given (chapter 5).  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

In this section, the main concepts of this study are discussed and the hypotheses are developed. The 

elaboration likelihood model (Cacioppo & Petty, 1984), a model of attitude change, credibility and 

persuasion are used as a theoretical point of departure. This model of persuasion contributes 

significantly to forming the mediating variables of this research, namely, the attitude of electorates 

towards the politician and their perceived credibility towards the politician. Based on this theoretical 

framework, a conceptual model is established that integrates the discussed literature and visually 

displays the relationship between the variables. This conceptual model offers a theoretical answer to the 

research questions: “To what extent do levels of personalized communication of politicians as a strategy 

of personal branding affect the individuals’ intention to vote? and “To what extent is this effect 

contingent upon the politicians’ gender?” 

 

2.1 Online Personal Branding for Politicians 

In this section, the discussion centers on online personal branding, social processing theories, and the 

elaboration likelihood model. As these concepts are connected with our research, an analysis will be 

provided and then the hypotheses will be developed that are linked with these theories. Online personal 

branding can be defined as “how someone presents oneself and how this self-representation becomes the 

digital footprint that characterizes that person” (Lampel & Bhalla, 2007, p. 441). Online personal 

branding is used by politicians in order to promote their qualifications and uniqueness which is directed 

to the individuals that use social media (Kaputa, 2005). Previous studies indicate that the action involved 

in generating a unique name and image in the public’s mind, mainly through advertising practices, is 

characterized as branding and it focuses on establishing a dominant and differentiated presence in the 

market, maintaining and attracting customers (Aaker & Fournier, 1995; Escalas, 2004).  
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 The practice of personal branding was pioneered by celebrities (Preston & Rogers, 2011). This 

practice started primarily by using offline media, namely television, radio and every other form of 

offline communication and later on stepped into the online context (Silvera & Austad, 2004). In his 

study, Schneider (2004) claims that the next group that utilized the personal branding techniques were 

politicians with the ultimate goal to influence the voting decisions of the public thus branding 

themselves and the political parties by becoming active online, imprinting the desired image they 

wanted to convey and ultimately gaining votes.  

 According to Rubinstein and Griffiths (2001) personal branding is of higher significance online 

and this is mainly due to the numerous launches of new sites every day, the vast number of internet 

connections and the plentiful purchases made online by individuals.  This significance of the online 

environment puts forward the view that online branding has been a vital tool for politicians in order to 

communicate their points of view, to inform citizens and by many is considered to be the cornerstone of 

a successful campaign (Kruikemeier, van Noort, Vliegenthart, & de Vreese, 2013).  

Similar to online branding, online personal branding involves seizing and promoting a person's 

assets and uniqueness to a target audience (Kaputa, 2005; Schwabel, 2009; Shepherd, 2005). Although 

acquiring employment is sometimes the purpose of personal branding, it is not limited there; the 

motivation for individuals to self-brand includes also establishing friendships, dating, or for self-

expression (Shepherd, 2005). Many personal brand advocates see the process as similar to online 

branding (Kaputa, 2005; Schwabel, 2009), which begins by defining a brand identity and then actively 

communicating it to the marketplace through brand positioning. 

To gain more knowledge and in order to understand how these processes are generated, this 

study builds on computer-mediated-communication theories (CMC). Further, the elaboration likelihood 

model is introduced as the theoretical frame of the current work. Social presence theory translates to the 



ONLINE PERSONAL BRANDING EFFECTS IN POLITICS   6 

 

feeling of being with someone else in the online environment; social presence is captured as a 

continuum and it places face-to-face interaction as the one with the most social presence and word-based 

text as the least (Short et al., 1976). More specifically, it describes that the effect a means has depends 

on the perceived intimacy it transfers (Tanis, 2003). Walther (2011), in his study underlined the 

importance of non-verbal cues online -such as speed of the message, language, grammar, style, etc.- 

more specifically the fewer cues a system has the less “warm” the interaction is. Moreover, the cues that 

can enhance the sense of being with another person in an online environment can be a smiling face, a 

voice through a speaker or a message shown in the screen of a chat window (Biocca, Harms, & 

Burgoon, 2003). 

Social information processing theory (SIP) explains how people interact online without non-

verbal cues and develop and maintain relations in a computer-mediated environment (Walther, 1992). 

Moreover, individuals in social media experience pressure; the greater control over self-presentational 

interaction and self-disclosing in CMC the more strategically they manage their online image. Further, it 

posits that individuals in their interactions are motivated to establish interpersonal impressions and 

liking towards the other individual regardless the medium (Walther, 2011). In addition to that, SIP 

proposes that communicators adapt their interpersonal communication to whatever cues remain, 

meaning that the encoding and decoding of the information turns to language and timing of the messages 

namely non-verbal cues (Walther, 2011). Furthermore, when Tidwell and Walther (2002) conducted an 

experiment in order to investigate the communication phenomena taking place in CMC, they concluded 

that individuals will work towards the limitations the medium has as they get to know each other more. 

Moreover, they demonstrated that the participating individuals developed personalized relations 

regardless of the limitations the channel had and thus forced them to make up for the lacking cues 

(Tidwell & Walther, 2002).  
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The elaboration likelihood model (ELM) of persuasion is a process theory that describes the 

modification of attitudes and it proposes two routes in order to persuade an individual: the central and 

the peripheral (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). As reported by Petty and Cacioppo (1986) the central route of 

persuasion is a result of a person’s considerate thought of the message and it involves a high level of 

elaboration and cognition namely the rational way of thinking. On the other hand, under the peripheral 

route, persuasion stems from an individual’s relation to negative or positive cues that are displayed in 

support of an advocacy and involves attractiveness or credibility of the source (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986, 

p.126).  

Research has shown that online personal branding of politicians plays a significant role in the 

public’s attitude, perceived credibility and intention to vote. It is claimed that it could stimulate 

politically inactive individuals (Barber, 2001) or further stimulate active ones (Polat, 2005). More and 

more citizens now use social media in order to stay informed about politics, form opinions and, in 

general, be active in their participation as political human beings (Howard, 2006). Politicians should 

therefore put great consideration on how they represent themselves online. 

 

2.2 Personalized communication and attitude 

Social media can be conceptualized as a stimuli-based decision making environment (Tam & Ho, 2005, 

p. 272). In this environment stimuli can take the form of personalized communication, which refers to 

the level of self-disclosure or images that constitute various persuasive efforts in order to influence the 

individual (Tam & Ho, 2005). Personalized communication is intentions to influence the voters 

(Kruikemeier, 2014). This is achieved by creating a positive public image, fostering positive attitudes 

and establishing credibility (Tam & Ho, 2005). Therefore, personalized communication can be 

considered as a persuasive message since it has a clear goal to influence the target audience (Tam & Ho, 
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2005). In line with Kruikemeier’s (2014) definition of the practice, self disclosure theory posits that the 

more an individual reveals about themselves, the more positive the attitude of the other party will be.  

Nowadays, the source of personalized communication in politics is the politician and not the 

political party (Van Santen & Van Zoonen, 2010). This presents the struggle politicians face in deciding 

how personalized the communication with the public should be (Kruikemeier, 2014). It is claimed that a 

high personalized communication facilitates and strengthens the tie between the politician and the 

individual (Van Santen & Van Zoonen, 2010). Regardless of the level of personalization in the 

communication, personalized communication is most commonly used on social media; due to the great 

amounts of voters it can reach (Kleinnijenhuis, Maurer, Kepplinger, & Oegema, 2001). Therefore, 

politicians choose social media and more specifically, Twitter to voice their opinions and emotions 

because it addresses a larger audience thus their persuasive messages do not focus on a target audience 

but to everyone (Kruikemeier, 2014).  

According to Van Santen and Van Zoonen (2010), personalized communication offers a direct 

connection between the politician and the citizen. That also enables politicians to profile themselves and 

bring them closer to the citizens and therefore mold a positive attitude towards them (De Vreese, 2007). 

In the online environment, there are certain cues, such as timing of the message, grammar, level of 

disclosure, that individuals assess that define their attitude towards an individual (Van der Land & 

Muntinga, 2014). In addition to that, previous studies (e.g. Derlega, Metts, Petronio, & Margulis, 

1993; Chelune, 1976; Cozby, 1973; Goodstein & Reinecker, 1974) indicate that the individual that is 

disclosing, tends to be liked by the individuals he chooses to disclose to, thereby, positively influencing 

attitudes through disclosure.  

If we focus on the studies regarding the effects of personalized communication in political contexts, 

the results depict positive outcomes namely positive attitudes and positive evaluations towards 

http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?sid=fbf211dd-1aff-4405-8dff-c3f65a45c202%40sessionmgr4008&vid=0&hid=4112&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c34
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politicians. More personalized communication, thus more disclosure has a positive impact on attitude 

due to the fact that politicians represent the voice and face of their party (Brettschneider, 2008). In other 

words, the concentration on the politician, rather than the party, makes politics more accessible. 

Recently, Han (2009) has proposed that disclosing personal information has affirmative outcomes on 

policy support. Several publications have appeared documenting that personalized communication has a 

positive impact on engagement and can affect positively the attitude of the electorate (Green & Brock, 

2000; Van Noort, Voorveld, & Van Reijmersdal, 2012). Attitudes are regarded to be general evaluations 

individuals hold relating to themselves, other individuals and concepts (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). 

According to the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) the likelihood of elaboration of this evaluation is 

predicted by an individual’s incentive and ability to assess the communication displayed. Taking this 

into consideration the following hypothesis was formed: 

 

H1: More personalized communication leads to a more positive attitude towards the politician 

 

2.3 Moderating effect of Gender on the relationship between personalized communication and Attitude  

There has been a significant increase in female politicians recently worldwide (Simien, 2015). This 

increase has helped to form a positive attitude towards politics and a more active political involvement 

of the public (Campbell & Wolbrecht, 2006). Although the discrimination against women from the 

media is high, the opportunity of self-disclosure has given them a platform from which to represent 

themselves and foster positive attitudes (Braden, 2015). In fact, Gaia (2013) found that it is more 

socially acceptable for women to disclose information online than men. On the other hand, however, 

evidence shows that even though female politicians might be more qualified than their male 

counterparts, this is not enough for the voters to perceive them as equals (Black & Erickson, 2003). That 

can be explained due to the assumption that women are seen as more soft, caring and selfless while men 
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are seen as the exact opposite (Gaia, 2013). The evidence for that notion is also supported by the Gender 

Role Theory (GRT) (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000) which posits that the beliefs individuals hold 

reflect the gender hierarchy of society. 

Braden (2015) in his study is claiming that this bias against female politicians is stemming from 

the image women have displayed over the years that is a more caring and delicate one. Further research 

on this matter has determined that the attitude formation and likability will increase if females in politics 

will have low level personalization in their actions and are on the qui vive of how they portray 

themselves (Bligh, Schlehofer, Casad, & Gaffney, 2012). A recent study by Åström and Karlsson (2016) 

indicates that female politicians have less impact in attitude change and intention to vote when 

disclosing information than their male counterparts and they attribute this to gender stereotypes people 

have. Nevertheless, strategic stereotype theory posits that women appease stereotypes that associate their 

male counterparts with leadership attributes while taking advantage of the traits that associate them with 

warmth and intimacy (Fridkin & Kenney, 2014). Moreover, McGregor, Lawrence, & Cardona, (2016) in 

their research by applying strategic stereotype theory (Fridkin & Kenney, 2014) demonstrate that female 

politicians receive less benefits when disclosing information about themselves suggesting that self-

disclosure and personalized communication of the female politician does not contribute to a positive 

attitude formation. Moreover, another study by Huddy and Terkildsen (1993), demonstrates that 

masculine characteristics (i.e. tough, aggressive and assertive) are preferred when a higher level of 

office is at stake and that females lack of these characteristics thus they are portrayed less competent. 

Taking the aforementioned into consideration this study hypothesizes that: 

 

H2: Being a woman weakens the relationship between personalized communication and positive attitude 

towards the politician 
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2.4 Personalized communication and Perceived credibility 

Creating a positive public image, fostering positive attitudes and establishing credibility by politicians is 

achieved by personalized communication (Tam & Ho, 2005), which is a crucial characteristic of online 

communication for them (Gibson & McAllister, 2006). The shift of focus from the political parties to the 

politicians is conceived to be one of the traits of personalized communication (Adam & Maier, 2010). 

Van Santen and Van Zoonen (2010) indicate that the rise of social media made political candidates use 

more and more these online platforms in order to share their messages with the public.  

Self-disclosure online entails several cues like image, style, language, that relate to the source’s 

credibility (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Ohanian (1990) describes perceived credibility as the concept that 

an individual is seen as an expert on an issue, which, in turn, relates to the level of believability one 

portrays. Moreover, Ohanian (1990) in her study suggests that trustworthiness and attractiveness of the 

source are dimensions of the source’s credibility. As reported by Gefen and Straub (2004) in their 

research, when the cues are not sufficient individuals rely on trust and familiarity in order to reduce 

social uncertainty. The results of this research showed that the speed of interactions online, influence 

social presence on the dimension of trust and purchase intentions (Gefen & Straub, 2004). In addition to 

that, in order for a person to be seen as credible, there needs to be a clear connection between the 

individual’s knowledge and the brand this individual is connected to (Wright, 2002). This is known as 

the match-up hypothesis and can also affect the attractiveness of the individual that wants to be 

perceived as credible and behavior intention of the public (Till & Busler, 1998). This match is deemed 

crucial in self-representation online. Winter, Kramer, Appel and Schielke (2010) found that the online 

authors who disclosed practicing a relevant occupation in regards to what they are writing were 

perceived to be more credible. Self disclosure online plays a significant role in the development of 

relationships among individuals and leads to trust and higher credibility (Winter et al., 2010). Mazer, 
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Murphy, and Simonds (2009) found similar results, participants perceived the teacher who used higher 

levels of self-disclosure more credible than the teacher who disclosed less (Mazer et al., 2009). This 

determines that revealing more information online namely personalized communication puts a stronger 

emphasis on the perceived credibility, therefore: 

 

H3: More personalized communication leads to a greater perceived credibility of the politician 

 

2.5 Moderating effect of Gender on the relationship between personalized communication and 

Perceived credibility 

As mentioned previously, politics is a domain where men prevail (Kaufmann & Petrocik, 1999). A great 

factor according to Kaufmann and Petrocik (1999) that plays a role is the association of politics and men 

but also the relatively late entry of women in politics. 

 Perceived credibility online, for both male and female candidates, is judged by the profiles they 

hold on social media (Fawley, 2013). Due to the fact that the majority of social media profiles are user-

generated, there is evidence of personalized communication which in turn is subjective. Thus, politicians 

devote a lot of time in building their profiles and constructing the messages that will be put across, in 

order to leave a positive impression (Hwang, 2013). Thus they engage in impression management. That 

is, the process of engineering others’ impressions of the self, in a preferable way (Kluemper & Rosen, 

2009). Given that the content is mostly user-generated on social media, impressions can be manipulated 

in order to increase perceived credibility (Krämer & Winter, 2008). Although according to Gaia (2013) it 

is socially acceptable for women to reveal information online that might be more personalized even in 

the context of politics this might differ. This is because personalized communication affects credibility 

perceptions (Kruikemeier, 2014). This relates to the portrayal of the female candidate as a caring and 

weak persona by the gender hierarchy of society (Eagly et al., 2000). Therefore the female candidate 
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needs to have a more explicit and cold profile namely the level of personalized communication in order 

for her to be perceived as credible needs to be low (Rosener, 1990).  

Recent research on how politicians communicate suggests that women and men do not differ 

significantly when campaigning, the differences they have when communicating are based on the party 

that the politician belongs to and such factors rather than the gender (Druckman, Kifer, & Parkin, 2009).  

However Fridkin and Kenney (2014), in their most recent study regarding senators find that female 

senators tend to emphasize more on their agentic traits, such as authoritative or masculine 

characteristics. They attribute this behavior to strategic stereotype theory in which politicians capitalize 

on gender stereotypes that serve their political goals while counterbalancing the ones that affect them 

negatively (Fridkin & Kenney, 2014). As a result we expect a contradictory behavior of female 

politicians when personalized communication takes place (Fridkin & Kenney, 2014). More specifically, 

we anticipate a lower level of personalized communication on social media from a female politician. 

This is due to the fact that a high-level of personalized communication might link her to unfavorable 

gender stereotypes (being soft, weak, nurturing and emotional) linked more so with the private than 

public life. It follows then that in this case, the high personalized, female politician will be perceived as 

emotional rather than credible, due to her use of nurturing rather than agentic traits (Fridkin & Kenney, 

2014). Thus we hypothesize the following: 

 

H4: Being a woman weakens the relationship between personalized communication and perceived 

credibility of the politician 

 

2.6 Attitude and intention to vote 

Politicians disclose information about themselves and opinions in an effort to motivate individuals to 

vote for them therefore self-disclosure can be seen as a persuasive message (Kruikemeier, 2014). This 
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disclosure made by politicians (high or low) is personalized communication (Kruikemeier, 2014). The 

main objective of personalized communication is to trigger an action that politicians use in order to gain 

votes within the electorate (Kruikemeier, 2014). According to the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), 

attitude changes when an individual elaborates and processes the message. Deep and thoughtful 

consideration of the message generates more enduring persuasion and attitude change when the 

individual takes the central route, while when the individual takes the peripheral route the attitude 

change is temporary (Jones, Sinclair, & Courneya, 2003). The ELM is rather a process than a variable 

approach regarding persuasion (Areni, Ferrell, & Wilcox, 2000). 

The messages generated by politicians are processed differently by each individual and this has 

to do, as mentioned before, with the cognitive effort each one puts (Areni et al, 2000). If the individual’s 

attention is very low then the stimuli (messages) yields few or no effects (intention to vote) (Tam & Ho, 

2005). The ELM postulates that an individual’s decision is derived by a continuum of elaboration, some 

of them might process a message to a great extent and some others might rely on simple decision rules 

in order to respond (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). For instance when the peripheral route is taken, the 

person might take into consideration the image of the politician and come to the conclusion that the 

politician is credible therefore he forms a favorable attitude and the chance of voting for the politician is 

higher (Areni et al., 2000). In the central route, the individual will take into consideration all the 

available cues, for example the message, the image of the politician and the social media interface and 

after careful examination will arrive at the decision to vote for the politician (Walther, 2011). 

Attitude and intention to vote are more likely to happen when the arguments are self-generated-

as opposed to being explicitly told the arguments by the politician-and when high relevance is involved 

(Angst & Agarwal, 2009). When low relevance is involved attitudes tend to be influenced by the 
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source’s attractiveness/credibility and although the likability is increased it is not significant enough to 

produce a behavioral intention (Bhattacherjee & Sanford, 2006).  

Furthermore, a recent study by Lee and Shin (2012) indicated that attitude change may occur due 

to the medium and the non-verbal cues it offers for example photos, speed, grammar, style of 

communication. In the case of politicians the most prominent one being Twitter, increases social 

presence and the chance of voting for the particular politician is higher. The non-verbal cues Twitter 

offers are emoticons, grammar and self-disclosure (Rao, Yarowsky, Shreevats, & Gupta, 2010).  

More specifically in terms of politicians evidence supports that the attitudes towards them are 

positively affected and lead to vote when the individuals have a high need for cognition (Cacioppo & 

Petty, 1984).Therefore we hypothesize the following: 

 

H5: A more positive attitude towards the politician positively influences the public’s intention to vote for 

this politician 

 

2.7 Perceived credibility and intention to vote 

Under the peripheral route, perceived credibility can lead to behavioral intention hence people are more 

prone to vote for the politician opposing people who follow the central route and elaborate carefully the 

argument (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Although perceived credibility is thought to affect attitude, the 

extent to which this is true cannot be determined. Reasonably enough, when relating a message with a 

credible source a positive attitude will be formed (eg. Aristotle’s rhetoric) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

 Due to the asynchronous nature of CMC, and the fact that CMC highlights the linguistic and 

verbal cues over less controllable non-verbal communication cues, when self-presentation and self-

disclosure happens online the individuals are more prone to judge people in the online environment than 
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in face-to-face interaction (Walther, 1996). This greater control over self-presentation and self-

disclosure does not necessarily lead to misrepresentation online. Due to the visual anonymity present in 

CMC (Joinson, 2001), under certain conditions social media may capacitate individuals to disclose more 

than in face-to-face interactions, thus establishing a much more credible and likable profile. According 

to a study by Ellison, Heino, and Gibbs (2006) when individuals represent themselves online in an effort 

to make up for the lack of cues, that computer-mediated-communication systems generate they tend to 

pay attention to smaller cues, like grammar, style of writing, punctuation points, in an attempt to 

establish interpersonal relationships. In addition to that due to the lack of non-verbal cues online, media 

interactants try to represent themselves in the most accurate way possible by being truthful in order to 

infuse trustworthiness (Ellison et al, 2006), which according to Ohanian (1990) is a dimension of 

perceived credibility. Moreover, Lee and Oh (2012), in their study argue that personalized 

communication might generate greater interest into politicians, due to the fact that this self-disclosure 

stemming from personalized communication can draw greater attention towards the message. This 

generated interested in, for example, a political candidate will then lead to more votes. 

Perceived credibility is a peripheral cue that allows a judgment of the advocacy without engaging 

in elaboration of the arguments. The available sources seem to suggest that the source’s credibility is a 

vital cue for behavioral intentions and, in this case, the electorate’s intention to vote. Therefore the 

following was hypothesized:  

 

H6:  Perceived credibility positively influences the public’s intention to vote 

 

2.8 Conceptual model  

For an outline of the relationships among the variables of this study see Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 Conceptual Model 

The conceptual model illustrates how different levels of personalized communication as a strategy of 

personal branding might influence the public’s attitude towards the politician and perceived credibility, 

which in turn leads to the public’s intention to vote for the politician. The more favorable the attitude 

held by the public, and the more credible the politician is perceived as, might also be affected by the 

politician’s gender. Furthermore, the public’s response to different levels of personalized 

communication could be determined by the expectations people have regarding male and female 

politicians, given that politics is a male-dominated field.  

This study will seek to validate the aforementioned relationships by formulating different 

experimental conditions and testing the variables using an internet-based survey that endeavors to 

answer the research questions: “To what extent do levels of personalized communication of politicians 

as a strategy of personal branding affect the individuals’ intention to vote?” and “To what extent is this 

effect contingent upon the politicians’ gender?” 
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3. Method 

3.1 Sample  

To test the hypothesis graphically depicted in Figure 1, a 2 (personalized communication: low 

personalized versus high personalized) x 2 (gender of the politician: male versus female) between 

subject factorial design was conducted by assigning it to participants through a non-probable technique. 

The sampling technique used is convenience sampling due to time constraints as well as volunteer and 

network sampling (Treadwell, 2014). Convenience sampling fits the purposes of this research for 

various reasons namely a bigger audience can be reached thus providing more accurate results, 

availability of the participants and the accessibility of them as well (Ferber, 1977).  

Due to these sampling techniques, the sample was mostly homogenous. In total 170 respondents 

participated in this experiment of which 140 were retained for analysis. The remaining 28 participants 

were not included because they did not complete the survey and 2 of them were under the impression 

that they knew the politician (which is unlikely because fictitious characters were created for the 

purposes of this research). Thus they were not included in the analysis in order not to affect the validity 

of the results. The age of the participants ranged from 18 to 56 (Mage=26.79, SD=5.75) and the gender 

division was almost equal (56% female and 46% male). The majority of the respondents were of Greek 

nationality (53%), followed by Dutch (17%). The rest (30%) consisted of various nationalities namely 

Irish, Bulgarian, Hungarian, Romanian, Luxemburgish, Spanish, British, Italian or British. Of all the 

respondents 42% had a Bachelor degree, 41% had a Master degree, 11% were high-school graduates and 

6% had another degree. Furthermore, the greatest part of the respondents uses internet in order to 

determine who to vote for (69%) and the majority of them uses Twitter (76%) consistently.  
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3.2 Experimental design  

In this 2 (personalized communication: low personalized versus high personalized) x 2 (gender of the 

politician: male versus female) between subject factorial design the participants were randomly assigned 

to one of the four experimental conditions. A random sample was chosen in order to avoid any bias in 

demographics and in order to ensure that the participants assigned to the four experimental conditions 

are probabilistically the same on average. An experiment was chosen as a research design, because it 

employs manipulation and controlled testing to gain a deeper understanding of the causal processes 

among the dependent and the independent variables (Kirk, 1982).  

The study was conducted by carrying out a quantitative research in the form of a survey online; 

this provides several advantages and fully contributes to the purposes of the research. Namely, access to 

people that is difficult to reach and access to a much bigger sample (Wellman, 1997).  Therefore 

convenience sampling paired up with internet-based survey really fits the purposes of this research for 

the reasons stated above.  Moreover, in order to reach a bigger sample the concept took place in the 

European Parliament, this ensured that no limitations would be enforced to participants that were not 

from the Netherlands.  

Personalized communication was manipulated by providing the respondents a Twitter page in 

which high-level of personalized tweets or low-level of personalized tweets were presented. Twitter was 

chosen due to the fact that is used as a platform of political deliberation (Tumasjan, Sprenger, Sandner, 

& Welpe, 2010). The public uses Twitter in order to determine who to vote for and politicians use it as 

an election pole (Tumasjan et al., 2010). Moreover, according to Kruikemeier (2014) Twitter reflects 

many nuances of an election campaign. Although Twitter is a microblogging website (only 140 

characters allowed) the tweets are visible to the public and serve as a real-time information stream of 

more than one million messages per hour (Tumasjan et al., 2010). Further, Twitter has emerged as a 



ONLINE PERSONAL BRANDING EFFECTS IN POLITICS   20 

 

crucial part of political campaigning especially after Barack Obama’s successful social media driven 

campaigns (LaMarre & Suzuki-Lambrecht, 2013). 

 The politician’s gender was manipulated by portraying a photo and a name of either a male or a 

female politician. By merging these manipulations the four experimental conditions are generated, 

namely high personalized communication female, low personalized communication female, high 

personalized communication male and low personalized communication male. 

 

3.3 Pre-test and Development of the Manipulation Material 

Development of the Twitter interface 

For the experiment, the four conditions were generated as follows. Firstly, the online platform employed 

by this research was Twitter since it is established and tested by various studies as the online tool by 

politicians to communicate with their electorate (eg. Kruikemeier, 2014; Kruikemeier et al., 2013; 

Tumasjan et al., 2010). Therefore the standard Twitter profile format was used with two tweets by the 

politician. In order to construct these conditions, the research made use of the PowerPoint software (for 

the screenshots see Appendix A). The conditions were only depicting the name and the tweets by the 

politician. This was deemed important since the study did not wish to bias positively or negatively the 

participants by depicting for example number of retweets, number of mentions and number of likes 

(Bakshy, Hofman, Mason, & Watts, 2011). 

 

Pre-study high personalized/ low personalized communication and credibility  

In order to illustrate the high or low level of personalized communication, the primary concern was to 

operationalize it accordingly. For that reason, several profiles on Twitter of real politicians were 

analyzed; these politicians were members of the European Parliament. The criteria for the selection of 

profiles were made in terms of the politician’s activity; how regular it was and the level of personalized 
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communication (high or low) they conveyed. Thorough investigation resulted in the final profiles 

(n=20), that matched the aforementioned criteria and were used for further analysis in order to compose 

the manipulation material. Almost six out of twenty politicians were women and this was anticipated 

since the majority of the members of the European Parliament are male (63%) and the rest (37%) are 

females.  

The selection of these profiles was based on how active and popular they were on this platform. 

The analysis concerned the type of tweets they were generating through their profiles. All of the 

politicians were sharing personalized tweets and tweets that concern the European Union. According to 

Kruikemeier (2014), personalized communication of politicians is the “share of information of their 

private life and emotions” and that was ubiquitous throughout these profiles. Moreover, the degree of 

self-disclosure is evaluated along the dimensions of depth (quality) and breadth (quantity). Depth refers 

to the intimacy level of the disclosure, whereas breadth refers to the amount of information that is shared 

(Altman & Taylor, 1973). One common method of operationalizing self-disclosure is to measure or 

manipulate its level of intimacy (depth), for instance, one's feelings about everyday routine, are 

considered higher levels of disclosure than are less intimate topics (e.g., one's opinion about a political 

issue) (Collins & Miller, 1994). Disclosure breadth is operationalized as the amount of time spent 

speaking about oneself or the number of self-relevant messages made during an interaction (Collins & 

Miller, 1994). In terms of credibility the profile pictures of the politicians were predominantly 

professional shots demonstrating the nature of their job. 

Summing up, taking the aforementioned into consideration, the study concluded based on 

Kruikemeier’s (2014) definition of personalized communication and Collin’s and Miller’s (1994) 

research on self- disclosure that the manipulation material should consist of two tweets, one about 

private life and one concerning emotions in different levels of breadth and depth. Regarding the profile 
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picture, it was decided to use a professional headshot in order to avoid any bias that non-verbal cues 

might give away as in an online context due to the reduction of the cues even small details contribute to 

attitude formation and intentions (Walther, 2011).  

 

Selection of the high personalized/low personalized tweets and profile picture 

Consequently, the next concern was to develop the appropriate tweets for this study.  In the scenario of 

high personalized communication private lives and emotions were the most important factors to convey. 

On the other hand when low personalized communication took place the focal point was information 

about the European Parliament and causes around this concept in order to ensure low depth and breadth 

of the disclosure. There is substantiate evidence that when incorporating formal references the tweet 

becomes low personalized thus reducing the depth and breadth of self-disclosure (Thamm & Bleier, 

2013). On the other hand in the high personalized communication scenario the tweets had to do mainly 

with the politician’s private life and emotions thus were deemed fit for their high-level of depth and 

breadth of self-disclosure (see Appendix A). According to Grant, Moon and Busby Grant (2010) 

politicians that disclose more regarding their personal life are employing this method in order to engage 

the potential voters.  

All in all, several studies contributed in composing these tweets. Van Dijck (2013) determined 

that the assembly of one’s professional identity relies on the promotion of oneself online which in turn 

will demonstrate and emphasize their skills. Moreover, self-disclosure in the high personalized scenario, 

elaboration on emotions and active participation in sports strengthens the engagement with the public; 

therefore, related tweets were constructed in order to amplify the difference between the low 

personalized communication scenario (Bak, Kim, & Oh, 2012). 

Lastly, only one picture per condition was employed so as the participants would focus on the 

tweets. Perceived credibility was portrayed in these pictures by depicting the candidate in a professional 
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headshot in the high and low personalized scenario. As the primary focus of this study is personalized 

communication, which is embodied through the tweets more photos would enhance the cues and that 

would have an impact on the validity of the results which is undesirable (Walther, 2011). 

 

Qualitative pre-test 

In order to determine if the experimental conditions were indeed different, a qualitative pre-test was 

conducted. In order to do so, ten people were asked to analyze the conditions and if they could notice 

substantial differences between them. More specifically, they were presented with the Twitter pages and 

observed if there is difference between the low personalized condition and high personalized condition. 

The participants indeed distinguished the differences between the conditions. Namely, in the high 

personalized condition ten out of ten people reported that “the politician is sharing a lot of information 

on his private life”. Whereas in the low personalized condition the participants reported that “the 

politician seems more distant and impersonal”. Subsequently, the qualitative pre-test was deemed 

successful for analyzing the contrasting conditions of the personalized communication.  

 

Quantitative pre-test 

Subsequently, after the qualitative pre-test, a quantitative pre-test was carried out for several reasons. 

Firstly, due to the fact that this study will be carried out in a quantitative way as well; with an internet-

based survey, a quantitative pre-test could give accurate predictions. Moreover, when conducting the 

qualitative pre-test the participants could see the other conditions and compare. Thus, in order to have 

more valid results the quantitative pre-test randomized the conditions and showed only one scenario per 

respondent.  

To establish whether the manipulation of the personalized communication was successful 

participants (n=56) were asked four questions. In the beginning, it was asked from the participants to 
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elaborate on what they consider the politician to be doing. This would provide sufficient evidence that 

the construction of the conditions was indeed accurate and answers entailed “luring voters by sharing 

information”, “greeting participants who motivated her and supported her”, “campaigning, declaring 

points of political agenda” etc. The responses to this open-ended question reported the accuracy of the 

materials generated for the purposes of this research. The concept was clear and conveyed the accurate 

amount of information which was precisely the ultimate goal of the experiment. 

Furthermore in order to detect the differences between the high personalized condition and the 

low personalized condition two questions were asked. Firstly “To what extent do you find the politician 

is sharing personal information about her private life in these tweets?” and “To what extent do you find 

the politician is sharing her emotions in these tweets?”. These questions were the most crucial ones since 

these would determine if there was indeed a clear difference between the conditions. The difference 

between the low personalized (M=3.35, SD=.880) condition and high personalized (M= 2.22, SD=.960) 

condition were indeed clear therefore the manipulation of the materials was successful. 

 

Manipulation of the politician 

The manipulation of the politician required a lot of attention. Firstly, due to the fact that the politicians 

would be compared regarding their gender, the photos should be exactly the same but different as well. 

The selected photos had to be as neutral as possible in order to avoid bias due to ethnic background 

(Appiah, 2001). Moreover, it should include only their face in order to avoid nonverbal cues that body 

language of the politician might emit (Walther, 2011).  Apart from that, the photos should share the 

same background, angle and light in order to make them as similar as possible, see Figure 4.  

In terms of the names chosen for the politicians, several studies have shown that the most 

common names are read faster and are more familiar therefore the politician is perceived more credible 
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and trustworthy (Burton & Bruce, 1993). For this reason, a thorough research was conducted to generate 

the most common names
1
 among males and females in the Netherlands, see Figure 4.  

 

Manipulation of the tweets 

The manipulation of the tweets was the most crucial factor because the message conveyed would 

determine if a high level of personalized communication or a low level of personalized communication 

influences the attitude, perceived credibility and ultimately the intention to vote the participant. Acting 

accordingly with the self-disclosure theory in terms of breadth and depth in the scenario of high 

personalized communication, more intimacy was achieved by disclosing feelings and everyday 

interactions and in the low personalized communication self-disclosure was achieved by reporting 

opinions and neutral information about the European Parliament. The cornerstone of the formulation of 

these 140-character-messages was also the qualitative analysis conducted before with the real-life 

members of the European Parliament, this way the manipulation material is more authentic and credible 

(see Appendix A).  

 

 

Figure 2 Photos of the politicians 

                                                           
1
 Used names for the politician: (http://www.behindthename.com/top/lists/netherlands/2011). 
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3.4 Procedure 

As it has been briefly explained in the material part of this section, the procedure that the respondents 

had to follow in order to complete the online questionnaire was simple. To begin with, all of them 

received an online invitation with the link that led to the survey at the Qualtrics website (version 2016). 

This link was also distributed across social media platforms as well using the snowball method.  

The survey began with an introduction that included a thank you note, participants had to agree to the 

terms in order to proceed, and a scenario would follow. More specifically, they were presented with the 

concept that elections would be held soon all over Europe for the European Parliament and that the 

participants should decide which candidate was most fit (Appendix B). The survey started with one of 

the experimental conditions then different questions about the variables were brought up and these were 

measured in seven-point Likert scale and semantic differential scales. The questionnaire ended with 

some demographic and general behavioral questions regarding age, nationality, gender, educational 

level, and Twitter use frequency. A thank you note was displayed to the participants at the very end 

which was accompanied by an open-ended question about concept of the study and a question about 

further suggestions (Appendix B).  

 

3.5 Measures  

One survey was constructed with four experimental conditions with the same questions that would 

measure the variables (see Appendix B). More specifically, questions about the accurate manipulation of 

the material (namely low versus high personalized), perceived credibility, attitude and intention to vote 

for the politician in the upcoming elections of the parliament were measured. The scales used were 7-

point Likert scales and semantic differentials, ranging from negative (1) to positive (7). See appendix C 

for the rotated varimax factor loadings per variable and eigenvalues. 
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In order to measure the degree of personalized communication of the politician, three items were 

constructed. Example items are: “To what extent the politician shares personal information about the 

private life in these tweets?”, “To what extent the politician shares emotions in these tweet?” and “To 

what extent you feel that you know more about the politician behind the Twitter page?”.  Kruikemeier’s 

(2014) research was the stepping stone to construct the first two items and the last item was constructed 

based on Rutten (2016). A principal components analysis (PCA) showed that the items together form a 

one dimensional scale with an eigenvalue exceeding 1 (Eigenvalue= 1.70). The Cronbach’s alpha 

showed a moderate reliability of the scale (a= .61) (Privitera, 2012). Further analyses indicated that the 

reliability of the scale could not significantly be improved by deleting items. Therefore, the scale was 

kept as is.  

For the construct of perceived credibility, we acted in accordance with Ohanian (1990) by using 

the three dimensions of perceived expertise, attractiveness and trustworthiness on 7-point semantic 

differential scales. More specifically, for expertise respondents were asked to answer to what extent they 

find the politician to be “unprofessional/professional”, “incompetent/competent”, “inexpert/expert”, 

“unskilled/skilled” or “unqualified/qualified”. Expertise in total had a high scale reliability (a=.90) and 

an eigenvalue exceeding 1 (Eigenvalue= 3.57). Trustworthiness was measured with the following 

semantic differential items: “unreliable/reliable”, “insincere/sincere”, “dishonest/honest”, 

“undependable/dependable” and “insincere/sincere”. Trustworthiness scale was reliable, (a=.90) with an 

eigenvalue 3.67.  Finally, attractiveness was measured with semantic differential items like 

“unattractive/attractive”, “not classy/classy”, “ugly/beautiful”, “not sexy/sexy” and “plain/elegant”. 

Attractiveness scale is reliable (a=.83), with an eigenvalue exceeding 1 (Eigenvalue= 3.02). The scale of 

attractiveness served for the manipulation check of the gender. The analysis of the scale of perceived 

credibility showed that the scale as a whole was reliable (a=.93) and no further improvements could be 
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made. Principal component analysis revealed the presence of three components with an eigenvalue 

exceeding 1 (Eigenvalue= 7.28); we named this variable perceived credibility. 

Attitude towards the politician was measured using a 7-point differential scale and consisted of 5 

items from Spears and Singh (2004). This scale has been used in a lot of studies in this field and was 

therefore deemed appropriate in this case. For instance “To what extent do you perceive the politician on 

this Twitter page to be: “unlikable/likable”, unpleasant/pleasant”, “unfavorable/favorable”, 

“unappealing/appealing” and “bad/good”.  The reliability of the scale was good (a= .95) and the 

eigenvalue exceeded 1 (Eigenvalue= 4.16). The scale could not be further improved.  

The dependent variable of the study was the intention to vote and it was measured by the 

likelihood of voting the specific candidate (“How likely is it that you would vote for this politician?” 

and “If given the chance, to what extent would you be interested in voting for this politician?”) in the 

beginning of the survey and at the end and was adapted from Fishbein and Ajzen (1975). The scale was 

reliable (a= .84) and the eigenvalue was above 1 (Eigenvalue= 1.72). The scale could not be improved 

further.  
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4. Results 

4.1 Control Variables 

To determine if the control variables, gender and education level, had any influence on the dependent 

variable intention to vote and the mediating variables; attitude and perceived credibility towards the 

politician some tests were conducted. To compare attitude, perceived credibility and intention to vote, 

independent T-tests were conducted. To determine whether there are any statistically significant 

differences between the means of intention to vote, attitude and perceived credibility regarding the 

education level, one-way analyses of variance were conducted. 

An independent T-test was conducted to compare attitude scores for males and females. There 

was a significant difference between males (M=4.50, SD=1.21) and females (M=5.09, SD=1.33), t 

(138) =-2.74, p =0.003. Females’ attitude was more positive towards the politician than men 

(MDifference=-.60, p=0.003). There was no significant difference in scores regarding intention to vote and 

perceived credibility. 

The education level of the respondents had no effect in the dependent variable, intention to vote 

and the mediating variables; attitude and perceived credibility. For an overview of all the means and 

standard deviations for each condition, see Table 1. Table 2, shows the effects between the variables 

using Process Macro. 

 

4.2 Manipulation checks 

 In order to ensure that the manipulation was successful, we tested whether the levels of personalized 

communication were indeed recognized by the respondents. Therefore, an independent-samples t-test 

was conducted which showed significant differences between the high personalized communication 

(M=4.92, SD=1.17) and the low personalized communication (M=3.64, SD=1.10), t (138) = 6.65, 
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p=.000 with high personalized communication receiving the highest scores. Respondents who saw the 

high personalized conditions recognized that the politician discloses information about personal life and 

emotions and thought that they knew more about the person behind the twitter page. 

Moreover, to check whether the politicians were of equivalent attractiveness, an independent-

samples t-test was conducted. Results demonstrated that the male politician (M=4.36, SD=1.21) and the 

female politician (M=4.64, SD=1.17), t (138) = -1.34, p= .18 were of equal attractiveness to the 

respondents (regardless of gender) therefore the manipulation of the different levels of politicians was 

successful. For an overview of all the means and standard deviations for each condition, see Table 1.  
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4.3 Mediation  

The mediating variables in this study are the attitude towards the politician and the perceived credibility 

and the moderating variable is the politician’s gender.  To test whether our mediating variables attitude 

and perceived credibility mediate the relationship between our independent and our dependent variable, 

we followed the Baron and Kenny (1986) approach. There are four steps to this approach, according to 

which mediation is present when (a) there is a significant effect between the independent variable, 

personalized communication on the dependent variable, intention to vote; (b) there is a significant effect 

between personalized communication and the mediators attitude and perceived credibility; (c) the 

mediators attitude and perceived credibility are significantly related to the dependent variable namely 

intention to vote; (d) when the mediators, attitude and perceived credibility, are included in the model 

the effect between the dependent and independent variable is reduced in magnitude. 

Moreover, the mediating and moderating relationships were explored using Process Macro for 

SPSS (Hayes, 2013). A statistical significance of .05 was maintained using a one-tailed test. As the tests 

are one-tailed, we divided the statistical significance by two when necessary (Field, 2013). The X in the 

Process model is the independent variable personalized communication. The Y stands for the dependent 

variable intention to vote. M1 and M2 are respectively the mediators, attitude and perceived credibility. 

The mediator gender is W. The XW shows the interaction between personalized communication and 

gender. Table 2 shows the effects between W and M1, W and Y, XW, and M1 and M1 and Y. 
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4.4 Hypotheses Testing  

In this section the mediating and moderating relationships will be explored and the hypotheses will be 

tested by conducting an independent-samples t-test, one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA), two-way 

between groups analyses and a multiple regression analysis. In terms of structure, the tests will be 

described per hypothesis. 

Our first hypothesis (H1) posed that more personalized communication will lead to a more 

positive attitude towards the politician. To test H1 and if there is a statistically significant difference, an 

independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare attitude scores for the high personalized 

communication and the low personalized communication conditions. The results demonstrated a 

significant difference between high personalized communication (M=4.52, SD=1.32) and low 
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personalized communication (M=5.08, SD= 1.24), t (138) = -2.55, p=.003, 95%CI[-.983,-124]. 

Therefore, H1 is accepted.  

The second hypothesis (H2) posed that gender is a moderator and being a woman weakens the 

relationship between personalized communication and positive attitude towards the politician. To test 

H2, a two-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted in order to explore the interaction 

effect of the personalized communication and the politician’s gender on the attitude towards the 

politician. All effects were statistically insignificant apart from the different levels of personalized 

communication. Gender yielded F (1,136) =1.25, p= .27 indicating insignificant difference between 

male (M=4.93, SD=1.38) and female (M=4.68, SD=1.22) politician. The main effect for different levels 

of personalized communication yielded an F ratio of F (1,136) = 6.93, p=.01 indicating that the effect 

for low personalized communication (M=4.52, SD=1.33) and high personalized communication 

(M=5.08, SD=1.24) was significant; the effect size was small η
2
=.04. The interaction effect was 

significant, F (1,136) = 6.05, p = .01. An analysis of simple effects showed that the attitude effect was 

significant for the levels of personalized communication, F (1,136) = 5.96, p =.000, η
2
=.086 but not for 

the gender, F (1,136) = .88, p = 0.34, η
2
=.06 .Thus, the politician’s gender does not seem to moderate 

the significant relationship between showing different levels of personalized communication and the 

attitude towards the politician. H2 is rejected. 

The third hypothesis (H3) suggests that more personalized communication leads to a greater 

perceived credibility of the politician. In order to test H3 a one-way analysis of variance was performed 

with personalized communication as an independent variable and perceived credibility as the dependent 

variable. The results showed that there is no significant difference in scores for perceived credibility 

regarding high personalized communication (M=4.41, SD=.98) and low personalized communication 

(M=4.41, SD=1.02), F (1,138) =.00, p= .988. Thus, H3 is rejected. Subsequently, the second step of the 
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Baron and Kenny approach is not met; there is not a significant effect between the different levels of 

personalized communication and the mediator perceived credibility. 

Hypothesis four (H4) posed that being a woman weakens the relationship between personalized 

communication and perceived credibility of the politician. In order to test this, a two-way analysis of 

variance was conducted to investigate the interaction effect of the different levels of personalized 

communication and the politician’s gender on perceived credibility. As p> .05, we can conclude that we 

have not violated the homogeneity of variances assumption. The results showed that there were no 

significant interaction effects between the levels of personalized communication for perceived 

credibility F (1,136) =.514, p= .48. Moreover, the effect size was weak (η
2
=.04). The politician’s 

gender thus not moderates the significant relationships between the different levels of personalized 

communication and the perceived credibility towards the politician. H4 is rejected. 

The fifth and sixth hypotheses posed that attitude (H5) and perceived credibility (H6) 

significantly influenced the dependent variable; participants’ intention to vote. To check H5 and H6, a 

multiple regression was conducted. Preliminary analyses were performed in order to ensure the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, multicollinearity and homoscedasticity were not violated. The 

regression model of the participants’ intention to vote was set as the dependent variable and the attitude 

and perceived credibility as the independent variables. A multiple linear regression was calculated to 

predict participants’ intention to vote based on their attitude and perceived credibility. Attitude and 

perceived credibility were found to be positive predictors for intention to vote. A significant regression 

equation was found F (2,137) =40.05, p<.000 with an R
2 

of .369. The analysis showed that perceived 

credibility significantly predicted intention to vote b=.536, t (137, 2) = 4.73, p= .000, and attitude as 

well b= .256, t (137,2)= 2.99, p=.003, therefore H5 and H6 is accepted. By accepting H5 and H6, the 

third step of the Baron and Kenny approach is met. 
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The purpose of steps 1 through 3 of the Baron and Kenny approach (1986) is to establish that 

zero order relationships among the variables exist. If one or more of these relationships are not 

significant, it is concluded that there is no mediation. Further, since no significant relationships existed 

from step one through three in our case, step 4 of the Baron and Kenny (1986) approach was not 

necessary to be conducted due to the fact that there is no full mediation.  

Summing up, the results confirm the prediction that high personalized communication leads to a 

more positive attitude towards the politician. However, the results do not confirm the prediction that 

attitude and perceived credibility fully mediate the relationship between showing different levels of 

personalized communication and the participants’ intention to vote the politician because the criteria of 

Baron and Kenny (1986) approach were not met. On the other hand, attitude and perceived credibility 

do predict the participants’ intention to vote. For the overview of the significant relationships see Figure 

4. 
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Figure 4 Conceptual model with significant relationships 

Note. (*) Significance on .05 level 

(**) Significance on .01 level 

The conceptual model illustrates how different levels of personalized communication as a strategy of 

personal branding influenced the public’s attitude towards the politician and perceived credibility, which 

in turn led to the public’s intention to vote for the politician. Although the public had a favorable attitude 

towards the politician they did not perceived the politician as credible. Moreover, attitude and perceived 

credibility was not affected by the politician’s gender. There was found a significant relationship 

between attitude and intention to vote. Perceived credibility led also to intention to vote.  

This study researched the aforestated relations by formulating different experimental conditions and 

tested the variables using an internet-based survey that endeavored to answer the research questions: 

“To what extent do levels of personalized communication of politicians as a strategy of personal 

branding affect the individuals’ intention to vote?” and “To what extent is this effect contingent upon 

the politicians’ gender?” 
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5. General Discussion 

The main goal of politicians is to get the electorate to vote for them and it is strongly related with 

effective self promotion and personal branding (Kruikemeier, 2014). Therefore, the aim of this study 

was to answer the following research questions: “To what extent do levels of personalized 

communication of politicians as a strategy of personal branding affect the individuals’ intention to vote? 

and “To what extent is this effect contingent upon the politicians’ gender?” To answer the research 

question, a 2 (personalized communication: low personalized versus high personalized) x 2 (gender of 

the politician: male versus female) between subject factorial design was conducted.  

 

5.1 Discussion  

The first hypothesis (H1) was supported by this study’s findings. This hypothesis stated that more 

personalized communication (high personalized communication) would lead to a more positive attitude 

towards the politician than disclosing less information (low personalized communication). However, the 

expectation (H2) that this relationship would be contingent upon the politician’s gender, and that it 

would only apply to the male politician, was not supported. Results indicated that for female as well as 

male politicians, more personalized communication leads to a significantly more favorable attitude 

towards the politician. These results are in a similar vein with existing literature on personal celebrity 

brands stating that self-disclosure leads to a more positive attitude (Sprecher, Treger & Wondra, 2013; 

Hahn & Lee, 2014). 

On the other hand, disclosing more information (H3) did not lead to a greater perceived 

credibility of the politician and this effect was not contingent upon the politician’s gender (H4). The 

gender of the politician does not weaken the relationship between personalized communication and 

perceived credibility. Subsequently, a high level of personalized communication or self-disclosure does 
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not help or hinder perceived credibility. Although the findings suggest that self-disclosure leads to a 

more positive attitude, it does not appear to help the politician to be perceived as credible. Recent 

research also claims that self-disclosure can sometimes prove to be harmful (Rappert & Coopmans, 

2015). A study by Imlawi and Gregg (2014) illustrated that when instructors want to increase their 

credibility online and engage the students more, they should disclose information only regarding the 

topic at hand. When the instructor was disclosing personal information or emotions the credibility was 

affected significantly thus decreasing the student’s engagement (Imlawi & Gregg, 2014).  

Attitude (H5) and perceived credibility (H6) were found to play a significant role on an 

individual’s intention to vote. These assumptions were supported by the data. More specifically, in order 

for a person to vote for a politician, liking, and perceiving the politician as credible, may indeed be 

important factors to take into consideration when communicating on social media. For online personal 

branding by politicians to be effective on intention to vote, positive attitude should be fostered through 

personalized communication. More elaboration and possible explanations will follow in the upcoming 

paragraphs.  

First, the research endeavored to explain the impact of different levels of personalized 

communication of the politician on the electorate’s intention to vote through mediation, using the Baron 

and Kenny approach (1986). Unfortunately, the criteria of this approach were not met. Therefore, there 

is no full mediation. A possible explanation for this might be the contrasting results of the mediating 

variables. We found that disclosing more (high personalized communication) or less (low personalized 

communication) has some indirect impact on the electorate’s intention to vote. This impact is dependent 

on attitude but not on perceived credibility. The absence of a direct effect of perceived credibility on 

intention to vote might be explained through Social Information Processing theory (SIP; Walther, 1996). 

SIP theory posits that in order for credibility to be established individuals need more time than in face-to 
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face communication due to the fewer cues available (Walther & Bunz, 2005). Because the participants 

in this study only saw one picture and two tweets of the politician and there was no interaction between 

the politician and the participant, it is possible that the respondents may be uncertain of the politician’s 

credibility.  

Surprisingly, perceived credibility did not appear to be influenced by personalized 

communication. A possible explanation for this is that the respondents carefully considered the message, 

which according to the ELM (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), is taking the central route of persuasion. Under 

the peripheral route, cues like attractiveness and credibility of the source of the message play a 

significant role in an individual’s decision making process (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Another 

explanation might be due to the fact that in order for the politicians to be perceived credible, source 

credibility should be present as well (Westerman, Spence, & Van Der Heide, 2012). Source credibility 

on Twitter accounts for the number of followers, the number of follows and the number of retweets; 

having too few connections (absent in our case) result in lower judgement of expertise. Moreover, 

according to SIP theory, in order to establish trust and to perceive someone as credible in a computer-

mediated environment, small cues matter because they make up for the lack of cues that contribute to an 

individual’s perceived credibility (Walther, 2002). However, taking into account the previous elections 

in the U.S., scholars have explained Obama’s victory partly due to the positive nature of his social media 

accounts (LaMarre & Suzuki-Lambrecht, 2013). This would indicate that spreading positive attitudes 

among the public might be more crucial during a political campaign than perceived as credible 

(Baumgartner, Mackay, Morris, Otenyo, Powell, Smith, & Waite, 2010). 

Moreover, we assumed that the gender of the politician would play a significant role in terms of 

attitude and perceived credibility but -to our surprise- this was not the case. It seems that the participants 

did not take the gender of the politician into consideration when forming a judgement. This might be due 



ONLINE PERSONAL BRANDING EFFECTS IN POLITICS   40 

 

to the influence and the rapid development of the internet that bridges the gender gap. As previous 

research supports, no gender differences were found regarding the attitude participants held, about males 

and females (Shaw & Gant, 2002; McGregor et al., 2016). Moreover, nowadays the practices of online 

personal branding of female politicians allow to overcome entrenched stereotypical views of what a 

woman in politics ‘should’ be, thus bridging the gender gap (Sanghvi & Hodges, 2015). In fact, strategic 

stereotype theory confirms this notion as female politicians endeavor to break their connection with 

societal stereotypes women have and enhance their agentic traits which further helps in bridging the 

gender gap (Fridkin & Kenney, 2014). This finding is also in line with the “queen bee phenomenon” that 

claims that the further females rise on the leadership ladder, the more “agentic”, authoritative or 

masculine, characteristics they embrace (Derks, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2016). The study by Faniko, 

Ellemers, and Derks (2015) supports this finding as well, as they asked males and females in junior and 

senior positions to present themselves, finding that women in senior positions would portray themselves 

with more leadership qualities and ambitions than women in junior positions, and that they would feel 

more equal to their male associates. 

However the most interesting finding emerging from this study, is that the style of 

communication (levels of personalized communication) seemed to affect respondents’ attitudes and 

subsequently their intention to vote. This might be due to the fact that disclosing more personal 

information and emotions on social media leads to more positive attitudes, according to self-disclosure 

theory (Braden, 2015). This explanation is supported further, as, as mentioned before, social media also 

contributes to forming a positive attitude towards the politician (Ko & Kuo, 2009). 

This study also contributed to existing literature in several ways and the results have some 

important theoretical implications. First, although previous research shows that social media, and 

especially Twitter, are popular among politicians, using them to engage the electorate, there has been 
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little empirical research into the style and strategies of personal branding political candidates use on 

social media. Second, attitudes might be more influential than perceived credibility on intention to vote 

when mediating the effect of personalized communication. This might be true as self-disclosure theory 

indicates that when a person reveals information or emotions, then this is likely to have a positive effect 

on attitude (Ko & Kuo, 2009). 

Third, when looking at perceived credibility as an influencer and not as a mediator its effect is 

predictive of intention to vote. Positive attitude of the voter towards the politician also may affect 

intention to vote when communicating on Twitter. Moreover, this study contributes to literature on 

political communication via social media by offering findings -when high-level of personalized 

communication is present- suggesting that perceived credibility may not be as important as the fostering 

of positive attitudes in electorates.  This conclusion was drawn because although perceived credibility 

was not found to be a significant predictor, this did not affect intention to vote. 

 Further, another implication is that contrary to the study of Kruikemeier (2014), that claimed 

personalized communication does not lead to intention to vote, our findings support the opposite. This 

suggests an inconsistency in the literature, calling for a more in-depth investigation of the effects of 

these variables. More specifically, personalized communication had an impact on attitude and attitude 

led to the voting of the candidate. These opposing findings by our study and Kruikemeier’s research 

(2014) might be due to the level of personalized communication. In our study self-disclosure of 

information and emotions was prominent in the tweets in both conditions (high personalized 

communication and low personalized communication), which according to literature leads to positive 

attitude formation (Ko & Kuo, 2009). 

This study has several implications for practice as well. First, currently there is no best-practice 

guideline in terms of how personalized a politician’s message should be. For politicians who struggle 
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with perceived credibility, these findings indicate that they can still gain votes by generating positive 

attitudes through personalized communication. Revealing information and emotions online contributes 

to the establishment of a positive relationship and therefore based on our results politicians gain voting 

approval.  

 Second, gender should not be taken into account when developing online personal branding 

techniques. Our findings suggest that the participants do not judge the politician’s gender and therefore, 

the online personal branding techniques should be formulated accordingly. To our surprise social media 

contribute to the bridging of the gender gap, therefore female politicians should not consider that they 

will be evaluated differently from their male counterparts. Third, regardless of communication style, 

perceived credibility and attitude seem to increase intention to vote. Thus politicians that do not wish to 

disclose information or emotions on social media should focus on building a credible image and 

fostering a positive attitude among their public.  

To conclude, the results of this research answer a fundamental question about the effectiveness 

of online political campaigning: Using social media matters, especially when the communication is 

personalized.  

Limitations and Future Research 

As with every study, this research has some limitations as well. First, regarding the sample, the 

experiment was conducted in the concept of a European Parliament election. We therefore cannot 

conclude that these practices will be effective in other regions besides the European Union or other 

cultural contexts. Second, the social media platform employed by this study was Twitter, and although it 

is used by many scholars to conduct their research in politics (e.g. Kruikemeier, 2014; Huber & 

Arceneaux, 2007; Lee & Shin, 2012; etc.) research should be conducted in other social media platforms 

as well. More specifically, the analysis does not enable us to determine whether the medium (Twitter) is 



ONLINE PERSONAL BRANDING EFFECTS IN POLITICS   43 

 

the message. Further, another limitation is that this study did not account for cues online that relate to 

the source’s credibility namely Twitter; cues like the number of followers, the number of follows and 

the number of retweets was not present thus we cannot conclude what the outcome would be if present 

and if it would influence the politician’s perceived credibility. The findings, regarding the absence of 

full mediation when the Baron and Kenny (1986) approach is employed, is another limitation of this 

research. According to literature, absence of full mediation might occur if more than one mediators are 

employed (MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007). More specifically MacKinnon, Fairchild and Fritz 

(2007) in their study, concluded that this might be due to the different signs the mediated effects might 

have.     

 Based on this limitation, a future study might include investigating attitude and perceived 

credibility separately. Second, it would be interesting to see what the results are of a similar study in 

other countries that are not part of the European Union. Third, applying such elements as visual 

communication and gendered communication styles, such as the use of “agentic” characteristics in 

females, as in the theory of strategic gender stereotype, could yield interesting results. Further 

investigation should be conducted on the circumstances under which attitudes are more influential than 

perceived credibility, such as, for example, whether social media mediates their effects.   

The rise of social media is constant and politicians use every channel in order to communicate 

therefore further research is encouraged (McGregor et al., 2016). Future research should also be 

conducted on the different communication styles, this study employed personalized communication with 

the form of disclosure thus it is important to investigate other kinds of styles politicians adopt on social 

media and examine their effectiveness. In addition to that, the surroundings of this experiment were set 

before the elections; future researchers could investigate the effects of social media in a timeframe that 

does not involve electorate decision.  
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The next stage of a research agenda would be to employ a longitudinal study to investigate 

whether the effects on these variables are consistent over time. Future researchers should investigate 

personal branding techniques by politicians by taking into consideration the interactivity social media 

offer and how this variable affects intention to vote. More research on social media platforms is still 

necessary before obtaining a definitive answer to whether different levels of personalized 

communication of politicians as a strategy of personal branding affects the individuals’ intention to vote. 

Another intriguing point for future research would be to investigate source credibility, for example 

investigate the source credibility of social media platforms like Twitter and how it affects important 

outcome variables like intention to vote. Last, given the outcome of the recent U.S. elections and the 

controversy it generated worldwide a study case and sentiment analysis on Twitter would also be of 

interest.  

5.2 Conclusion 

This study focuses on the effect of personalized communication (low personalized communication 

versus high personalized communication) as a personal branding strategy used by politicians to 

influence individuals’ intention to vote and took into account the politician’s gender. The data obtained 

indicated that a high level of personalized communication plays a significant role in the molding of a 

positive attitude. These results imply that a personal branding strategy is important with regard to the 

voter’s decision making process. This statement is supported by the result showing that positive attitude 

of the voter towards a politician increases the likelihood of voting for that politician.  

This research was also concerned with the politician’s gender. However, the participants did not 

appear to judge the female politician differently from her male counterpart. Participants did not appear 

to form different attitudes towards the politician based on gender, nor did they perceive one politician as 

more credible than the other. This finding was rather surprising and positive since politics is a male-
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dominated sector and also due to the gender stereotypes females are commonly subjected to (Braden, 

2015). For politicians, disclosing and using personalized communication has positive effects on attitude. 

However, based on the findings of this research, there needs to be a balance on how much is disclosed 

since revealing too much can affect their credibility. Establishing credibility and positive attitude are 

two important factors for the electorate since they are determinants of intention to vote according to our 

results. Personalized communication as a style of communication used by politicians was the primary 

focus of this research and more specifically the online personal branding strategy politicians should 

follow in order to influence the public’s intention to vote.  
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APPENDIX A  

 

High Personalized Communication x Female Politician
2 

 
                                                           
2
Photo of Female Politician: 

 http://washingtondcphotographer.squarespace.com/storage/blog-may-14-

2013/Virginia%20Photographer%20Executive%20Portraits%200004.JPG?__SQUARESPACE_CACHEVERSION=136941

0715425 
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Low Personalized Communication x Female Politician 

 

Low Personalized Communication x Male Politician
3 

 

High Personalized Communication x Male Politician 

  

                                                           
3
 Photo of Male Politician: 

https://static.squarespace.com/static/502537df24ac921b4551c8dc/5331d0a4e4b0b0f006165cc8/5331d0aae4b0b0f006166247/

1322764290072/1000w/Virginia%20Headshot%20Executive%20Portrait%20Photographer%20.jpg 
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APPENDIX B (Welcome, Introduction and Outro Text) 

Welcome Text 

Dear respondents,    

Thank you for participating in this survey. As part of my MSc thesis, I am conducting research on how 

people determine who they vote for. Rest assured that all your answers are confidential as the 

completion of the questionnaire is anonymous. The questionnaire will take approximately 5 to 10 

minutes.  

 If you have any questions or concerns please contact me at m.asmarianaki@tilburguniversity.edu.  Your 

participation is voluntary; if you agree with the above mentioned information and you are 18 or older 

please proceed.   

To continue to the survey, and to acknowledge you understand above noted terms, click the button with 

the two arrows in the right-hand corner.        

Introduction Text 

Imagine that you are investigating which candidate to elect for the European Parliament.   Please 

carefully review the profile picture and tweets made by the politician below as you will be asked 

detailed questions about them. Note that there is a timer which will allow you to proceed after 15 

seconds.         

Outro Text 
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Thank you for completing the survey, - I sincerely appreciate your participation!-. If you happen to have 

any suggestions regarding my research, please feel free to write them down in the empty field below.    

Thanks again! 
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APPENDIX C (Questionnaire Items) 

Construct Items Factor Loadings 

(Varimax Rotation) 

Expertise The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Unprofessional/ Professional  

 

.82 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Incompetent/ Competent  

.82 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Inexpert/ Expert  

.86 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Unqualified/ Qualified  

.87 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

 

.84 

 Cronbach’s alpha: .90 

Eigenvalue: 3.57 

 

Attractiveness The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

.80 
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Unattractive/ Attractive  

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Not classy/ Classy  

.78 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Ugly/ Beautiful  

.83 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Plain/ Elegant  

.84 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Not sexy/ Sexy  

.61 

 Cronbach’s alpha: .83 

Eigenvalue: 3.02 

 

Trustworthiness The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Unreliable/ Reliable  

.73 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Dishonest/ Honest  

.79 

 
The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

.63 
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scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Undependable/ Dependable  

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Insincere/ Sincere  

.72 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Untrustworthy/ Trustworthy  

.81 

 Cronbach’s alpha: .91 

Eigenvalue: 3.67 

 

Attitude The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Unlikable/ Likable  

.92 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Unfavorable/ Favorable  

.92 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Unpleasant/ Pleasant  

.94 

 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Unappealing/ Appealing  

.91 
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 The following questions refer to your impression of the 

candidate. How would you rate this candidate on a 

scale ranging from 1 to 7 on the following topics? 

Bad/ Good  

.86 

 Cronbach’s alpha: .95 

Eigenvalue: 4.16 

 

Intention to vote  How likely is it that you would vote for this politician? 

Not very likely/ Very likely 

.92 

 If given the chance, to what extent would you be 

interested in voting for this politician? Not very likely/ 

Very likely 

.92 

 Cronbach’s alpha: .84 

Eigenvalue:1.72 

 

Personalized 

Communication 

The politician shares personal information about the 

private life in these tweets.  (Reversed) 

.68 

 The politician shares emotions in these tweets. 

(Reversed) 

.80 

 You feel that you know more about the politician 

behind the Twitter page. (Reversed) 

.79 

 Cronbach’s alpha: .61 

Eigenvalue: 1.70 

 

Convergent validity and reliability statistics (n = 140) 

 

 

 


