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Abstract  

 

The 21st century has witnessed the advent of the Internet technology which greatly transformed the mass media 

and method of political communication globally. Information can be disseminated at high speed with accuracy 

and relatively low cost; and as a result, there is increase in individuals or groups’ usage of information access for 

electioneering purposes. New media technologies such as the mobile and smart phones, the Internet, and variant 

of social media are proliferating rapidly and widely. Social media, including Twitter, Face book, YouTube, 

What`s App and host of other platforms, has emerged as effective electioneering tools. This paper therefore 

examines and assesses the impacts of social media on electioneering process in 2015 general elections in Nigeria 

with particular reference Kano State. The paper is anchored on the Uses and Gratifications Theory. Whereas, 

documentary and survey research methods were employed in conducting the study. The paper finds out that 

majority of Kano residents from the sample used agreed that social media have influenced their level of 

engagement with the electoral processes (especially voting) in the state as a result of the contents they read from 

the platform. The paper recommends that the use of Social Media platforms should be encouraged and all the 

stakeholders have to be enlightened on capitalising it ethically so as to minimise the penetration of dubious and 

false information. 
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Introduction 

Social media has become a formidable tool for social interaction and political electioneering today. It has 

continued to acclaim global relevance politically. It has made political participation easily, and that political 

interaction has become cost-effective compared to traditional media like television, radio or newspapers. It has 

greater advantages over conventional methods in organizing political rallies, campaigns and vote lobbying. This 

has made social media a new field of academic research most especially in social sciences, of which political 

science is more concern on studying its impact on electioneering processes.  
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However, the 2011 general elections were considered the first of its kind in terms of the roles played by social 

media and the manner at which it influenced the outcomes of the elections. The recent 2015 general elections 

that produced Muhammadu Buhari as president of Nigeria has been commended locally and internationally as 

the most historic transfer of power in world`s most populous black nation with social media playing greater role. 

Although Social media may have its own flaws but its power of expediency enables citizens` political 

participation possibly easier. It is used in encouraging and appealing to people through their various social media 

platforms to go out and register, support candidates and eventually vote on elections day. 

This makes social media a formidable platform where all electoral stakeholders showcase their political skills 

using new methods facilitated by internet services. Social media due to its participatory, interactive and cost-

effective nature has no doubt became important instrument for electioneering such as voter’s registration, voters 

card collection, parties activities, election campaigns, voting on the day of election as well as other related 

activities. 

Therefore, the objectives of this paper are to assess the impacts and the manner at which social media 

contributed to the successful conduct of 2015 general election in Kano State and to recommend the best and 

effective ways of utilising social media technology as a tool for ensuring effective conduct of transparent and 

free and fair elections in 2019. It also asks these three important questions: firstly, what role did social media 

play in the electioneering processes during the 2015 general elections? Secondly, do the social media served as 

effective medium for creating awareness and communication for political participation in Kano state? And 

thirdly, what lapses were observed in the use of social media during the 2015 general elections? 

The paper is divided into three main sections and subsections. Section one covers the introduction, theoretical 

framework, conceptualization and literature review. Section centers on the methodology, hypotheses and 

presentation of findings. While section three, draws on the conclusion and recommendations. 
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Conceptual Framework: Elections, Electioneering and New Media 

As the paper dwells on issues relating to the headed concepts, it is imperative to briefly contextualize them in 

relation to the phenomenon under study barring lack of universally accepted definition of each.   

Elections 

The concept had been defined by different scholars and practitioners in various ways. According to Mackenzie 

(1968), elections are “ritual of choices and that their binding character are derived from the participation of the 

individual as a chooser in a social act which offers legitimate authority in the person chosen”. Here Mackenzie 

recognizes the importance of elections as legitimizing the power of elected individuals. It also enables the citizens to 

participate in the political affairs in their respective polities by exercising their franchise rights to choose candidates 

of their choice. One of the possible shortcomings of this definition was that, it failed to acknowledge the tendency at 

which elections can be marred by irregularities which consequently usurp the power of the individual voters and 

thus create questions on the legitimacy of elected office holders.  

However, Huntington (1991) submitted that, election has great importance in all democratic regimes because it 

facilitates the competitive choice of principal officers of government and enables political participation of the bulk 

of the population in any given society. Democratic systems thus have a common institutional core that establishes 

their identity and from where they derive their legitimacy. Thus, he signifies the fundamental aspects of election 

which include: one, it allows candidates to compete under different political parties` platforms by wooing voters to 

vote for them. Second, it also differentiates the type of political systems – democratic or dictatorial regimes and the 

source of the former legitimacy.  

The above position by Huntington is correct to some extent but in Nigerian context as in the case mentioned in the 

first definition, the issue of competitive choice is questionable because in most cases candidates imposed on the 

parties` delegates during primaries and on election day different factors such as emotion, vote-buying, thuggery, 

rigging etc can influence the outcomes of the election and invariably kill the momentum of competition among 

parties` candidates and demoralize electorates willingness to participate.  

These two above definitions have captured the context of the paper as they signified the role which the electorates 

play in choosing their leaders which in turn gave leader the required legitimacy to lead over them based on the 

promises they made before the elections.  

Electioneering 
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According to Okoye, (1996) electioneering is the sum total of activities by which politically interested actors seek to 

canvass and win votes for a preferred candidate or political party. It also involves the partisan activities of the 

opposition party or parties dedicated towards wresting power from the incumbent party through strategic campaigns 

and mobilization. It is the practical manifestation of ‘politicking’ in the electoral process. It further involves an effort 

to persuade or dissuade prospective voters in an attempt to gain partisan advantage in the electoral process. The act 

of electioneering begins with the announcement of election timetable as in the case of Nigeria and the tensions that 

follow, to the actual voting on Election Day up to the announcement of results. 

Therefore, electioneering encompassed all political activities that are directly related to election. They can be 

partisan or nonpartisan in nature. They range from the formation of political parties, campaigns, rallies and meetings 

to the actual voting processes and declaration of election results.   

 

Social Media 

Social media have become an integral part of public discourse and communication in the contemporary political 

societies. The fast development of social media had transformed the way and manner people find group of 

individuals with similar interests, the nature of information, the available news sources, or the possibility to require 

and share ideas (Stieglitz, Dang-Xuan, 2012).  

According to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p.61) social media can be defined “as a collection of internet-based 

applications that expand the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and that permit the creation and 

exchange of user-generated content.” It includes web-based and mobile based technologies that are used to turn 

communication into interactive dialogue among individuals, groups, organizations, and communities.  

Typical examples of social media platforms as it was defined by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p.61) include 

applications such as Facebook, Twitter, Whatsapp, Flickr, 2go, Youtube and the interactive options on these 

platforms, such as the retweetting option on Twitter, comment options on Facebook and share on Whatsapp. These 

instruments are referred to as media because they are tools which can also be used for the storage and dissemination 

of information. However, unlike the traditional media such as Television and Radio, most of the social media tools 

allow their users to interacts and share information with freedom as well as publish their views on the World Wide 

Web at their own convenient time. 
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Mayfield (2008, p.19) describes social media as “online media that promote participation, openness, conversation 

and connectedness”. This can be link with what Nation (2010) sees as “social instruments of communication which 

are different from the conventional instruments like newspapers or magazines.” The conventional media can 

confidently be described as ‘one way traffic’ that only disseminates information without allowing feedback response 

on the political matters or contribution from the receiver. 

One thing that is most common in most of the above definitions of social media is that it is based on user-generated 

participation. The opportunity to enjoy user-to-user interaction distinguishes social media from the traditional media 

which is characterized by top-down information dissemination arrangement, easy access and openness to users and 

facilitate exchange of opinions between and among individual users.  

One major concern of all the above definitions was they have failed to highlight the negative aspects of social 

media. One of which was that it made information channels porous to the extent that individual users can not even 

differentiate genuine content from fake ones. It has undermined the question of ethic in reporting and has become 

avenues for falsehood, character assassination and deformation; and impersonation. All these can negatively 

influence the manner at which electorates participate in the electoral processes. 

Theoretical Framework  

This paper utilizes the assumptions of Uses and Gratifications theory. The theory is associated with the works of 

Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch (1974, p.19-34); and belongs to the limited or indirect effect theories of mass 

communication. These scholars argued that the central focus of this theory rests on the analysis of media impacts on 

audiences as it reverses the traditional research agenda by asking why people used the media rather than inquiring 

into what effects, if any, the media might have on audiences. In other words, the question is not what the media does 

to people but what do people do with the media?  

It therefore noted that the main drive of this theory is that electorates as audience members have certain needs which 

motivate them to be selectively exposed to, attend to, and retain media messages because of the perceived 

satisfaction (i.e. gratification) they can derive from such messages. Thus, this theory emphasizes the fact that people 

are important in the process of communication because they choose content of information, give meanings to them 

and act on that meanings (Akinwumi, 2011). 

Accordingly, users of social media are assumed to be intentional seekers of messages that are relevant to their needs; 

and that can accrue to them satisfaction. They are able to select and use the technology in ways that suit their 
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purposes. Thus, electorates as audience are assumed to be active and not passive. Similarly, political candidates are 

also able to select and use media of choice and message content of their choice during electoral processes and other 

electioneering activities. 

Nevertheless, the theory is used to guide the researcher’s efforts to analyze and critically evaluate the uses of social 

media and its impacts on electoral process, most especially on the outcome of 2015 general elections. This is 

because the theory perceives the consumer of media fare as actively influencing the consumption or reception of 

information, since he/she selectively chooses, pays attention to, interprets, and retains the media messages on the 

basis of his/her needs, beliefs or even his/her whims and caprices. The focus was thus shifted from media production 

and transmission functions to media reception and consumption functions.  

However, the theory can have its own flaws due the fact that it concerns only on the utilisation of information by the 

audience for self-satisfaction. This had distorted the possibility of achieving objective and balance reportage of 

information as the case maybe and enables the misuse of the platforms for individual interest. Since electorates can 

only use information for their satisfaction, they would block themselves from getting relevant information about 

other candidates` missions and hence discourages competitiveness. 

Electioneering and Social Media: Reflecting the 2015 Elections` Experiences 

The study focuses on the impact of social media on electioneering in Nigeria`s 2015 general elections. As social 

media now tends to create a new political culture via new technological political socialization across the globe. The 

paper focused only on the experiences of the people (users) in Kano State and the extent at which the social media 

influence their participation in the electioneering processes of 2015 general elections, without dwelling much on the 

substances and trends which transpired before, during and after the conduct of the elections. Although they are 

important but the essence is to find out the perception of the individual electorates on how social media influence the 

choice of parties’ candidates in Kano state. 

This section focused on the presentation and the analysis of data collected from questionnaire responded to by 

respondents. The data’s were analyzed by using simple percentage method. The total numbers of questionnaire 

released was 120 and a total number of 105 administered questionnaires were returned from the field while 15 were 

unreturned.  

The sample size for this study was 105 and this was determined using the sample size determination table which 

states that at + or – 5% error margin, a population of over 5000 would have a sample size of at least 100. Sampling 
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technique is on the premise that a given population is too large for any researcher to realistically observe all the 

elements therein (Nwodu, 2006). This was the case in this study as studying all the users of social media in Kano 

state during the 2015 general elections was practically impossible. Hence, selection of samples became necessary. In 

doing so, we chose the stratified and simple random sampling techniques. Our choice of the two techniques was to 

reflect the views of Kano residents currently in Bayero University, Kano. Being a university made it a perfect 

matched for our case study. The students and lecturers were examined and at the same time, gave elements of each 

population equal chance of being selected. 

The study has shown that Social Media has played a vital role on Electioneering processes, a finding that is reflected 

both in the case studies and in the statistical analysis. Moreover, the analysis of the responses from the questionnaire 

distributed shows that:  

Our research question one was answered because our finding shows an extent to which the social media educate the 

electorates on electoral process during the 2015 general election in Kano. An average of 52% of our respondents 

knows what social media are and strongly supported the notion that social media educate electorates. While 38% of 

the respondent furthered support the argument to some extent while 5% against this notion.  

Also, our finding further shows that 52% of the respondents agreed and 38% strongly agreed while 5% of the 

respondents strongly disagreed to an extent to which social media influence electorates on electoral processes. This 

answered our hypothesis (2) of the study. Therefore, citizens’ access to social media empowered the electorates to 

be actively involved in democratic processes. Ifoku (2007) posited that electronic empowerment is a direct result of 

access to social media (and mobile telephony) by more citizens who constitute the electorates. This encourages more 

public discussions about politics and makes the democratic process more dynamic than in the pre-social media era. 

The drive to achieve satisfactions motivates the electorates to use social media platforms and select the content they 

do desire as argued in the theory.  

Different social media technologies were used ranging from Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter to gain some political 

information and use it for election purposes. An average of 26% of our respondents used Facebook for 

electioneering while 22% make use of WhatsApp, 35% uses both Facebook and Twitter and 9% make use of 

Facebook and WhatsApp. It means the emergence of social media on electioneering processes cannot be over 
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emphasis. This to some extent reflected the distribution of approximately 14 million registered Nigerians on 

Facebook and 1.8 Million on Twitter (Omojuwa, 2015). 

Also, the average of 45% of our respondents was influenced based on the content they read from the social media 

platform. It could be on WhatsApp, Facebook, or Twitter, and 15% are further greatly influenced to vote based on 

what they read from the social media.  While 30% of the respondents were not in any way influenced to vote based 

on the social media’s contents. It also shows that there is higher impact of social media on choice of candidates 

voted during 2015 general elections.  

 Social media is more advantageous than traditional media platform for electioneering process. This was confirmed 

with the 45% and 17% of our respondents who agreed the notion that social media is more advantageous than 

traditional media like Newspaper, Television and Radio station which are popularly known as mass media. But 13% 

disagreed and contested the notion that social media is more advantageous.  It also shows there is higher impact of 

social media on the success of 2015 general elections than the traditional media platforms. 

The statistics also confirmed that social media has a positive impact on the success of 2015 general elections; the 

data collected indicates that an average of 63% and 22% of our respondents agreed while 10% and 3% disagreed 

that the platforms were used to manipulate elections processes. 

The above finding corroborated Ulen (2001) position that the social media has become a powerful medium which 

may affect voting behavior because of its potential to provide direct and cheap access to the production and 

consumption of current information at any part of the world without editorial filtering. Not only do social media 

provide information about political affiliations, candidates and their party manifestoes, it also provides a platform 

through which voters across cultural divides can relate and interact with themselves on issues about these 

candidates. Social media can help taint the reputation of political figures fairly quickly with information that may or 

may not be true. Information spreads like wildfire and before a politician can even get an opportunity to address the 

information, either to confirm, deny, or explain, the public has already formed an opinion about the politician based 

on that information. 

Social media also has its lapses during the electioneering of 2015 general election in Kano state because our finding 

shows an average of 32% agreed the social media insinuate some kind of social vices. Even though, 43% and 17% 

represented the disagreed and strongly disagreed opinions on negativity of social media on elections, this suggests 
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that no matter the amount of negativities associated, social media still have impact; the positive aspect 

overshadowed the negative ones. 

The research question three was finally answered by our respondents with a whopping of 57% recommended that 

social media should be regulated, and 37% recommended that social media should be sustained. Only 3% of the 

respondents the recommended it to be banned and 2 % say the new media should be unregulated.  

One need to acknowledge that Nigerian (Kano in particular) electorate used social media in two major ways during 

the 2015 elections. Firstly, social media was used to mobilize both the online and offline electorate during the 

elections. Civil Society Organizations, politicians, political parties, GSM service providers, as well as the electorate 

themselves passed on messages through various electronic channels mobilizing the citizens to participate in the 

electoral process and ensure that their votes count. However, a more interesting aspect of the political mobilization 

that took place during the 2015 elections was the extraordinary propensity of social media users among the 

electorate (online electorates) to pass on the information they have received through the social media to the sections 

of the electorate that are not connected to the social media (offline electorates). 

In this sense, there were very high tendencies for messages transmitted through the social media to quickly reach the 

offline electorates. This broke down the gap between online and offline electorates, and enabled messages circulated 

through the social media to rapidly and easily penetrate the rest of the society. 

Secondly, social media enabled the electorates to serve as ‘citizen journalists’ or ‘citizen observers’ during the 2015 

elections. Citizen journalists or observers are simply individuals that actively participated in observing, documenting 

and reporting major events in the society such as elections. 

Conclusion 

In spite of all the fears and uncertainties, the 2015 general elections came to a peaceful end. Though many feared 

social media would be instrumental in fostering violence through the tweeting, posting and commenting of hate 

speech on its platforms, but rather it proved to be a powerful tool for social activism, a channel for electioneering 

and an avenue for civic engagement and participation in the entire political process by the general public. Gradually, 

social media is shifting the balance of power in favor of the citizens, and thus, the World is becoming more 

democratic and reflective of the will of ordinary people. It seems ordinary citizens who hitherto had no say in the 

production and dissemination of political information of the nation has now found their voice on social media, and 

are therefore contributing to political discussions and helping to shape national political and electoral agenda 
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through a simple click on their Smartphone or computer system and any other internet enabled devices for their own 

gratification.  

In general, the contribution of social media towards ensuring peaceful elections in Nigeria cannot be over-

emphasised. Majority of those who use social media in Kano are mostly literates (an average 57% of our 

respondents with Bsc. Certificates, 19% with School Certificates and 16% with National Diploma) and they wield 

the ability to influence both public opinion and actions of people. The influence of these few people was very 

important in promoting political activism. Indeed, Social media has accorded Kano residents and Nigerians in 

general with additional avenue for advocating peaceful electioneering. Social media is very cheap and affordable for 

almost average Nigerian and an opportunity for the citizens to share their views on the content they so desired. 

Social Media thus complemented the efforts by the government, the electoral body, civil society organizations 

(CSOs), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), Local and International Observers and the security agencies in 

achieving peaceful elections.  

Social Media has proven to be an integral part of the 2015 Nigerian general elections, where all the major 

stakeholders in the elections – the government, political aspirants, political parties, CSOs, NGOs, the security 

services, technology firms, and the electorates – showed a strong presence on social media. Social media affected 

almost every facet of the elections from campaigning, through monitoring of the electoral proceedings to the 

incessant calls for peace. This begs the question: Did the utilisation of social media affect the electoral outcome 

also? In other words, did the popularity of the political candidates and their parties on social media have any 

correlation to real votes on the ground?  

It is worth noting that the quest for votes began on social media where the candidates frantically sought the 

attention of each and every Nigerian with campaign promises, colorful pictures of their campaign tours and rallies, 

and updates on their political activities. It was a step in the right direction since global politics are currently affected 

by the influence of social media; social network users are believed to be more politically engaged. In this 

technological epoch, the more “Likes” and the more “followers” politicians acquire on Facebook and Twitter 

respectively could correspondingly increase their popularity and improve their chances of winning elective 

positions. 

Recommendations  
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Based on the contributions and challenges of the use of social media particularly Facebook, WhatsApp and 

Twitter in 2015 general elections found from the study, the paper recommends the following: 

1. Independent Electoral Commission (INEC) should establish guidelines for the use of social media as a tool 

for electioneering and political communication in Nigeria. Modalities should be established to 

systematically control and verify sensitive information reported by citizen observers through the social 

media.  

2. Credibility of social media should be encouraged because presently, most political stories obtained on the 

websites are mere gossips and rumours which most times are baseless or fake news. A little bit of caution 

should be exhibited by those who post comments on social media sites. This is because; some of these 

comments are derogatory and appalling. A guiding code of ethics should be promulgated by the 

government to control the abuse of social media platforms by the users. 

3. The study brought to the fore the problem of weak or no regulation of social media. To this challenge, it 

suggests for urgent review of media laws to address the technicalities involved in the newer technologies 

and that regulatory bodies should think of policy instruments on different types of social media such as 

Facebook, blogging and Twitter.  

4. In the final analysis, the study strongly recommends greater adoption and use of social media in 

electioneering activities in Nigeria and establishment of strict monitoring mechanisms to minimize the 

inherent weaknesses and maximize the intrinsic values of social media in electoral process in the country. 

This I believe would go a long way in fostering transparency, accountability, sanity, and bring more 

decorum into the polity. 
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