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Abstract

The study examined voters’ exposure level to social media campaigns of candidates during the 2023 gubernatorial
election, social media platforms on which voters were mostly exposed to gubernatorial candidates during the 2023
election, and the influence of exposure to social media campaign messages on voters’ choice during the 2023
gubernatorial election. The study was conducted in the Mushin Local Government Area, with a population of about
2,000,000. However, a sample size of 399 was determined using Taro Yamane's formula. The study was designed as
a quantitative study, and data were collected via a survey instrument. Of the 399 self-administered questionnaire
copies, 386 were properly completed and suitable for analysis. The study found that, six decades after Marshall
McLuhan proposed the technological determinism theory, both its ontological and axiological assumptions remain
true, as social media has changed voter engagement. The respondents were highly exposed to the campaign messages
of Governor Babajide Sanwo-Olu of the APC, Abdul-Azeez Olajide Adediran (Jandor) of the PDP, and Gbadebo
Rhodes-Vivour of the Labour Party, indicating widespread social media use by political candidates and voters. It was
further found that the respondents were mostly exposed to gubernatorial candidates' political campaign messages
through Facebook (83.2%), Twitter (55.4%), Instagram (45.0%), and TikTok (34.0%). These social media
interactions have been found to relate to voters' preferences during the election to a large extent (Sanwo-Olu: 62.5%;
Adediran: 13.0%; Rhodes-Vivour: 24.5%). These findings support the assumptions of technological determinism,
which hold that technology has a significant impact on how people think, feel, and act, as well as on how societies
organise and function. This leads to the conclusion that advancements in digital communication technology will
continue to influence how politicians and voters think, feel, and act during elections. As a result, it is recommended
that political parties and politicians explore using digital channels, such as social media, as an effective election
strategy.
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Introduction

The 2023 election was the seventh gubernatorial election in Lagos since Nigeria returned to democracy
in 1999. According to Nnabuihe et al. (2014), elections are among the most crucial aspects of democracy
because they allow all eligible citizens to select a candidate to govern them. While electoral ideas have
evolved alongside the democratic ideal, they have had difficulty gaining widespread acceptance in human
society.

Unfettered access to information, social networks, and audiovisual enjoyment has been made possible
by the widespread use of cellphones, computers, laptops, tablets, and other mobile devices. For most of
humanity, it has led to constant and pervasive connection. In the modern world, digital technologies
influence people's lives and permeate and change every aspect of social and economic activity. In certain
situations, they interfere with ongoing activities, but in others, they have a more gradual effect, enhancing
them. They sometimes supplement or replace current techniques and technology. However, they can also
create economic opportunities and new services, technologies, and activities (Ciarli et al., 2021).

People's lives now depend heavily on social media sites. They enable people to interact with one
another, learn new things, express themselves, and stay in touch with loved ones who live far away.
Through social media, people can join online communities and movements and access a wide range of
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news sources and information. It provides a platform for people to communicate with like-minded
individuals and share their thoughts and creativity (Oyewola et al, 2023).

On February 25, 2023, Nigeria held elections for a new president and members of the national
assembly. On March 18, subnational polls were held in each of Nigeria's 36 states to elect governors and
representatives to the state houses of legislature. Lagos is known for being the centre of Nigerian
entertainment and media. As anticipated, citizens of Lagos State received a range of campaign themes in
the run-up to the March 18 gubernatorial election, including assurances of candidates' competence,
optimism, performance, and honesty. Additionally, some of the campaign statements reaffirmed opinions
previously expressed by opposition candidates on the character of Bola Ahmed Tinubu, the current
president of Nigeria and a former governor. Similarly, jokes were made about competitions. Through
conventional channels (television, radio, print media, and outdoor advertising) and digital channels,
marketing messages were directed at the state's electorates to win them over. Some of them were gender,
tribal sympathies, godfather endorsement, and appealing to voters' emotions.

Governor Babajide Sanwo-Olu of the All-Progressives Congress (APC), Dr Olajide Adediran of the
People's Democratic Party (PDP), and Mr Gbadebo Rhodes-Vivour of the Labour Party (LP) were the
front-runners in the race. Social media and traditional media, including print, television, and radio, rightly
characterised the election as a "three-horse race".

The presence of these current political leaders in Nigeria on the internet and social media supports the
technological determinism theory. This makes the theory relevant to this study. At the state level, the main
gubernatorial candidates in the 2023 election in Lagos, namely, Babajide Sanwo-Olu of the APC, Abdul-
Azeez Olajide Adediran of the PDP, and Gbadebo Rhodes-Vivour of the Labour Party, actively used
social media during the campaign. On Twitter, Governor Sanwo-Olu has 2 million followers, Abdul-
Azeez Olajide Adediran (Jandor) has 143,000, and Gbadebo Rhodes-Vivour has 291,400. These points
suggest that social media platforms have become important to politicians and are shaping how they engage
with the electorate to win elections.

In Nigeria, where there are over 200 million people and 31.6 million social media users, candidates
for political office have new avenues to spread their thoughts more quickly, easily, affordably, and
effectively. Social media is now helpful not only for voter mobilisation but also for integrating other
campaign aspects, such as planning rallies and consistently reaching potential voters with campaign
messaging at a comparatively low cost.

Research studies (Okolo et al., 2017; Paulo and Adeodato, 2022; Fujiwara et al., 2023; Alodat et al.,
2023) have concluded that social media has become increasingly popular among candidates for political
office and voters worldwide. Additionally, it has been shown that politicians, particularly those running
for office and their parties, used social media to influence people to support them in Nigeria's general
elections. However, in some local government areas of Lagos, particularly those outside Lagos Central,
the effectiveness of such collaborations, as predicted by technological determinism, has not been
sufficiently examined. Therefore, this study examined the applicability of technological determinism to
political candidates and voters in the 2023 governorship election in Mushin, Lagos, in the era of social
media.

Objectives of the study

The study investigated the applicability of technological determinism theory to political candidates and

voters in the 2023 governorship election in Mushin, Lagos, in the era of social media. The three specific

objectives that were examined are:

1. The voters’ exposure level to the social media campaign of candidates during the 2023 gubernatorial
election.

2. The social media platforms on which voters were mostly exposed to gubernatorial candidates
during the 2023 election.

3. The influence of voters’ exposure to the social media campaign of candidates on voting decisions
during the 2023 gubernatorial election.

Literature review

Technological determinism theory, social media adoption in elections

Long before the technological determinism idea was introduced, first by an American sociologist,
Thorstein Veblen, who established the link between technology and society (Hauer, 2017) in the early
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20™ century, and later in the early 60s by Marshall McLuhan, communication technology had a profound
influence on not just society but also on participatory democracy. The prevailing communication
technologies, such as the printing press, radio, television, and outdoor advertising, have always influenced
elections and campaign activities.

Global political campaigns have benefited immensely from the use of digital platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter (Okoro et al, 2019). Voter involvement and political mobilisation were
effectively facilitated by Twitter and other social media platforms (Agbim et al, 2023). Modern politics
is an excellent avenue for using dynamic, fast-paced marketing. In recent decades, the application of
marketing concepts to electioneering has been more widely accepted. Almost no election would be
complete without campaign activities, and wherever there are campaign activities, political parties are
selling candidates. The American firm Ad Age named President Obama the Best Marketer in 2008. It is
suggested that Obama won the White House through exceptional marketing.

In 2012, it was stated that Obama's superior use of technology enabled his marketing team to turn
better voter understanding into votes, which is one reason Romney lost the presidential campaign (Reiff
and Whitler, 2015). Politicians who want to hold positions of leadership and authority must use marketing
principles to win over voters, stay popular, and potentially win elections. Olotu and Ogunro (2013) noted
that politics is a fiercely competitive field. According to this perspective, candidates for political office in
any democracy must use the same marketing strategies to sell themselves to the public and gain
acceptance. They do this using various marketing tools, including the internet and social media. The first
political campaigns to utilise the internet were those of President Bill Clinton and Republican nominee
Bob Dole in 1996. In the 26 years since, technology has had a huge impact on elections around the world
— for better and for worse (Harbath and Fernekes, 2022).

Technological determinism theory relates to how social media platforms have become a veritable tool
for politics and political campaigns. This old yet modern theory was propounded by McLuhan (1962),
who argued that a single cause or phenomenon determines other aspects of life. The theory opines that
technology — specifically, media — decisively shapes how individuals think, feel, and act, and how
societies organise themselves and operate.

Social media platforms have made a significant impact on politics and democratic processes in major
countries worldwide, especially in Nigeria. It has been used for the country’s leadership recruitment
process. Like other countries in the West, politicians are leveraging social media power and reach to
propagate their political ideas and contest. Like Barack Obama in 2008, President Goodluck Jonathan
joined Twitter in November 2015 and has 2.4 million followers. President Muhammadu Buhari has 4.6
million followers on Twitter alone, and his page was created in December 2014. Alhaji Atiku Abubakar
joined in 2010 and has five million followers. Peter Obi, on the other hand, joined Twitter in October
2018 and currently has 3.9 million followers. President Bola Ahmed Tinubu has the fewest followers,
with 2.2 million, although he joined Twitter 11 years ago. All these were indicated on their social media
handles.

Since its inception, social media has received unparalleled acceptance and usage. According to Nyst
(2023), there are 4.8 billion social media users worldwide, accounting for 59.9% of the global population
and 92.7% of total internet users. Similarly, there were 150 million new social media users between April
2022 and April 2023, representing 3.2% year-on-year growth, meaning there are around 410,000 new
social media users per day—or 4.7 per second. According to the report cited above, the recent explosion
of multimedia-enabled and connected mobile devices has contributed to the sustained expansion of social
media. While computers remain the most popular devices for accessing social media, consumers' time
spent on mobile apps and the mobile web has grown dramatically.

Nyst (2023) continued that social media is most popular among users aged 18 to 29. Social media
users of all ages name "friends & family" as their major reason for utilising the platform. Similarly, 26.8%
of internet users aged 16 to 64 learn about companies, products, and services through social media ads,
and 44% rely on social media for primary brand research. The average click-through rate (CTR) for social
media ads was 1.2% in Q1 2023, a decrease from 1.4% the previous quarter. The social media advertising
business is expected to generate $207.10 billion in ad spending by 2023.

According to the report, Facebook remains the most popular social network, but new social media
sites are emerging and gaining traction. Facebook remains the most popular social network in the United
States via PC (152.2 million visits), mobile applications (78.4 million users), and mobile web (74.3
million visitors), and it is many times larger than the next top social site across each platform. Facebook
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is also the most popular web brand in the United States, accounting for 17 per cent of all time spent online
via personal computer.

Voters now have access to an unprecedented number of social media networks, and innumerable
websites are incorporating social media capabilities. With the most year-over-year rise in unique audience
and time spent of any social network across PC, mobile web, and applications, Pinterest emerged as one
of the social media breakout stars of 2012. Facebook and Twitter remain among the most popular social
networks. Undoubtedly, the widespread use of social media by individuals across all digital divides has
led Nigerian officials, especially politicians, to view it as a genuine tool for reaching voters. When
President Goodluck Jonathan used social media to promote his campaign in 2011, this scenario occurred.
Scholarly studies have examined the role of social media in political and voting behaviour across many
democratic societies. Some of these studies are reviewed below to set the tone for what might play out in
the 2023 gubernatorial election in Lagos State. Social media has become increasingly used for gathering
political information, supporting political campaigns, and expressing political opinions online.

Fujiwara et al (2021) investigated how social media affects election outcomes in the United States.
The authors used variation in the number of Twitter users across counties induced by early adopters at the
2007 South by Southwest (SXSW) festival, a key event in Twitter’s rise to popularity. They showed that
this variation was unrelated to observable county characteristics and electoral outcomes before the launch
of Twitter. The results indicated that Twitter reduced Republican vote share in the 2016 and 2020
presidential elections but had limited effects on Congressional and prior presidential elections. Evidence
from survey data, primary elections, and text analysis of millions of tweets suggested that Twitter’s
relatively liberal content may have persuaded voters with moderate views to vote against Donald Trump.
Although limited, social media affected voting outcomes in America.

Furthermore, in their study conducted in 2022, Nkrumah et al (2022) investigated how social media
affected general voting patterns. They examined the connections social media users had with political
activists and how this connectedness influenced general voting patterns, using data from Ghana. With
contemporary theoretical perspectives and exploratory techniques, trends from past literature are
presented based on a social media-propagated survey with 420 valid responses. Structural equation
modelling was used to test the conceptual model, which demonstrates that the connectedness with political
and social media activists is significant and positively influences modifications in voting patterns. The
study found that online political participation and political affect also influenced voting patterns. The
relationship between connections with social media political activists and political online involvement
was significant, as indicated by a strong covariance observed in the model. The results of the multigroup
analysis also revealed that cultural and social factors shape the phenomena, warranting further
investigation.

The world is at a stage where social media is fundamental for any political campaign and to share a
message with an electoral audience. As a result, Rita et al (2023) investigated the actual persuasion
capacity of social media in electors when they need to decide whom to vote for as their next government.
To this end, it compares the sentiment expressed by social media users during an electoral period with the
actual election results. For this analysis, tweets mentioning the two major English parties, Conservative
and Labour, their respective candidates for the position of prime minister, and terms that identified their
political campaign during the electoral period of the General Elections of the United Kingdom that
occurred on December 12, 2019, were used as a case study. Data were collected using R. The treatment
and analysis were done with R and RapidMiner. Results showed that tweets’ sentiment is not a reliable
predictor of election results. Additionally, the results showed that it is impossible to say that social media
affects voting decisions, at least not based on the polarity of sentiment.

In Nigeria, studies examine the impact of social media on voters' behaviour. Sulaiman et al. (2023)
conducted an analysis of the March 2019 general elections to determine the effects of social media on
voting behaviour in Nigeria. The agenda-setting theory guided the study. The research methodology
adopted was a survey, with a questionnaire as the data collection instrument. Findings from the study
revealed that social media did have a positive influence on youths' participation in the political and
electoral process, especially in the 2019 Nigerian general elections. Social media influenced youths'
choice of political candidate and party, but, quite amazingly, did not actually guarantee that youths voted
for any political candidate just because they had a social media account. The study also revealed that
youths regard social media as a credible medium for political discourse and that social media influences
political involvement.

42



Similarly, Adamu’s (2018) study investigated the role of social media in the 2015 Nigerian election.
From the author's observation, social media had a significant influence on Nigeria during the 2015 election
campaigns and the eventual voting behaviour.

Agbim et al. (2023) highlighted that Twitter can be a powerful platform for political mobilisation; it
is one among many channels for engaging voters, as exemplified by the Obidient Movement in the 2023
general election in Nigeria. The authors investigated the Obidient movement on Twitter and the 2023
general election in Nigeria. The study adopted a survey method, and the study area is Imo State. The
population was 5,830,489, and a sample size of 384 was attained using the Wimmer and Dominick
calculator. A multistage/cluster sampling technique was adopted, and a questionnaire was used as the data
collection instrument. The mean and percentage were used for descriptive statistics. At a mean average
of 2.8, there was a greater motivation behind the emergence of the Obidient Movement in Nigeria's 2023
election. The movement had a significant impact on voter behaviour and electoral outcomes in the 2023
general election (2.5, n=378).

The above review shows that, regardless of where the election is held, social media platforms are a
veritable tool for reaching the electorate. Such reach will have varying degrees of impact on electors'
voting behaviour.

Methodology

A quantitative approach was adopted for this study due to its suitability in explaining phenomena by
enabling the collection of numerical, unchanging, detailed data that are analysed using mathematical-
based methods, in particular statistics that pose questions of who, what, when, where, how much, how
many, and how (Mohajan, 2020). Following this, the survey research method was used to collect the actual
data. The survey method allowed for a quantitative or numerical description of trends, attitudes, or
opinions within a population by studying a sample of that population, in line with the study's intention
(Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The data collection instrument was a questionnaire (Slaterry et al., 2012)
that addressed the study's objectives and research questions.

The study was conducted in Mushin, using the resident population. The sample size was
approximately 399, determined using the Taro Yamane formula. The samples were selected purposively,
as only social media users who voted in the 2023 gubernatorial election were considered useful for the
study. The questionnaire was administered in person for three weeks. However, 386 were properly filled
by the respondents and analysed.

Findings

Table 1: Respondents’ gender

Frequency Percent
Gender Male 207 53.6%
Female 179 46.4%

Total 386 100.0%

Table 1 shows that the male respondents were slightly higher than the female respondents.
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Table 2: Respondents’ age bracket

Frequency Percent
Age 18-25 years 46 12%
bracket 26-35 years 164 42.5%
36-45 years 179 46.5%
Total 386 100.0%

Table 2 shows the age bracket of the respondents. The breakdown indicates that, according to the table,
12% is a lower percentage of the entire sample polled. It can suggest that younger adults were
underrepresented in the poll or that they are less interested in it. It also reveals that the larger age group
followed, 42.5%, comprising young to mid-adults (those in their late 20s to mid-30s), indicating that they
are quite interested in the study because the issue under study relates to digital technology use. The
majority of responders, or 46.5%, belong to the third category, suggesting that middle-aged adults were
highly engaged.

Table 3: Respondents’ educational background

Frequency Percent
Educational Primary school only 46 6.5%
background Secondary school only 164 28.5%
Tertiary education 179 31.5%
Other 33.5%
Total 386 100.0%

As shown in Table 3, the majority of people have at least a secondary education, while a sizable
percentage have completed tertiary education. This educational distribution may have affected how
political information was conveyed and received by the Lagos gubernatorial candidates and voters on
social media during the 2023 election.

Research question one: To what extent were voters exposed to the social media campaign of
candidates during the 2023 gubernatorial election?

Table 4: Voters’ exposure level to the social media campaign of candidates

Adoption level Percent (%)
To a great extent 49.0

To a certain extent 10.5
Rarely 23.5

I did not pay attention. 17.0
Total 100.0%

The voters were asked to indicate the extent to which they were exposed to the candidates' social media
campaigns during the 2023 gubernatorial election. Table 3 presents three scenarios. The first scenario is
majority engagement. The large proportion of respondents (49.0%) who said they were "to a great extent"
exposed to the campaigns suggests that social media was a useful tool for candidates to reach voters.
Voter sentiment and election results may be affected by this degree of exposure.

The second scenario is limited exposure. A sizable fraction of voters is not fully engaged in the
campaigns: 17.0% are not paying attention, and 23.5% rarely interact. This implies that candidates can
enhance their outreach tactics by focusing on individuals who fit into these groups. The third scenario
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shows that a low proportion of voters who said they were participating "to a certain extent" (10.5%)
suggests that either the contents of the campaigns did not connect with this group on social media, or there
may be obstacles to deeper involvement.

Research question two: On what social media platforms were voters mostly exposed to the
campaign of the gubernatorial candidates during the 2023 election?

Table 5: The social media platforms of campaign exposure

Social media platforms Percent (%)
Facebook 83.2%
X (Twitter) 55.4%
Instagram 45.0%
Snapchat 9.4%
LinkedIn 2.8%
Tik Tok 34.0%
Others 1.3%

The voters were asked to indicate the social media platforms on which they were most exposed to the
gubernatorial candidates' campaigns. They were asked to choose more than one option from the options
presented in Table 5. Given its high exposure rate (83.2%), Facebook was the dominant platform for
gubernatorial candidates from APC, PDP, and LP. Instagram and TikTok were among the platforms with
the highest exposure, suggesting that candidates should use a multi-platform approach to reach a variety
of groups effectively. Voters' consumption of political content is changing, as seen by the notable usage
of TikTok (34.0%). Campaigns that use this platform's innovative, captivating video content can build
stronger connections with young people. However, the data also indicates that not all platforms are
appropriate for campaign outreach, as indicated by the low percentages for Snapchat, LinkedIn, and
"others”.

Research question three: How did the level of exposure to candidates’ social media campaigns relate
to voters’ preferences during the 2023 gubernatorial election?

Table 6: How exposure level relates to voting decision

Candidates

Exposure level Sanwo-Olu Adediran Rhodes-Vivour
To a great extent 62.5% 13% 24.5%

To a certain extent 8.8% 10.7% 4.8%

Rarely 15.9% 12.7% 9.5%

I did not pay attention 12.8% 63.6% 61.2%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0

N 241 95 63

Table 6 shows a direct relationship between voting preferences and exposure to social media campaigns
during the 2023 gubernatorial election. The majority of voters who were "to a great extent" exposed
supported the incumbent governor, Babajide Sanwo-Olu, suggesting that his campaign successfully
connected with active voters. However, with only 13% and 24.5% of the vote in the highest-exposure
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category, respectively, Adediran and Rhodes-Vivour both struggled to attract the interest of highly
engaged voters.

Similarly, the large percentage of people who "did not pay attention" who supported Adediran (63.6%)
and Rhodes-Vivour (61.2%) raises the possibility that these candidates' popularity was influenced by
sources other than social media, such as personal relationships, conventional campaigning, or pre-existing
political beliefs around Lagos, especially in Mushin Local Government. According to the data, Governor
Babajide Sanwo-Olu's campaigns were more successful at using social media to connect with and sway
voters.

Conclusions and recommendations

From the findings of this study, it has been established that voters, primarily young and middle-aged men
and women in Mushin, were not only substantially exposed to the social media political campaign of
gubernatorial candidates in the 2023 election, but they did so mainly through Facebook and then Twitter
(X). This substantially influenced their choice of candidate during the election. The findings indicate that
the gubernatorial candidates strategically engaged voters on digital platforms, which contributed to the
election outcome.

In conclusion, this study shows that even when social media campaigns reach a sizable share of voters
during an election, a significant portion of eligible voters remains unaware or disengaged. For political
candidates, this is both a challenge and an opportunity to refine their approaches and ensure they reach a
larger audience. Similarly, it has shown how crucial it is for political candidates to choose the appropriate
platforms for social media marketing. Voter involvement can be improved by focusing on Facebook and
adopting a well-rounded approach that incorporates X, Instagram, and TikTok. When organising their
outreach efforts, candidates should also consider the low engagement on LinkedIn and Snapchat. In the
same vein, social media exposure significantly relates to voters’ choice, emphasising how well Governor
Babajide Sanwo-Olu's campaign reached and influenced interested people. Rhodes-Vivour and Adediran,
on the other hand, struggled in this area, indicating the need for improved outreach tactics.

This study has underscored how digital technologies, such as the internet and social media, have
changed not only Nigerian society but also political engagement between election candidates and voters,
as predicted by Marshall McLuhan’s Technological Determinism Theory. Political campaigns are no
longer the preserve of legacy media (radio, television, newspapers, magazines, and outdoor materials);
they have now extended to the internet, especially social media.

As a result of the above, this study recommends that political parties and their candidates consider
digital platforms, such as social media, as veritable tools with the potential to contribute to electoral
success and incorporate them into their broader political plans.
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