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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
“I JUST CAME HERE TO READ THE COMMENTS”: HOW JOURNALISTIC IMAGERY  

IS SHAPING SOCIAL MEDIA DISCOURSE AND POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 
 
 
 

Social networking sites (SNS) have become prominent media to express public political 

ideology. This study investigates how audiences respond within comment sections to 

selected news images of Donald Trump posted by multiple national news outlets on 

Facebook and Instagram. Prior scholarship investigates polarization and online political 

discourse, and further examination is provided to discover how identical news images 

may produce differing audience responses through social media comments. The study 

explores audiences participating in the comments sections, with responses to five 

selected news images of Donald Trump posted on multiple news outlets’ Facebook and 

Instagram pages.  

Through the use of qualitative visual framing content analysis, a total of 5,284 

comments were examined and identified patterns of support, criticism, and framing 

across social media platforms and selected news outlets. Findings reveal the dominant 

pattern of commenters’ responses were polarized and largely either expressed 

overwhelming support of Trump or extreme criticism of the current president.  

Platform differences between Facebook and Instagram were minimal, with 

Facebook audiences commenting with lengthier feedback and often scandal-focused 

language. Instagram comments contained far more emojis and gifs, unaccompanied by 

text, than Facebook.  
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Finally, commenters on both platforms, and especially Facebook, expressed 

distrust of and criticism of legacy media. The study’s findings demonstrate that identical 

political news images of Trump do not produce identical political meanings. The 

meaning is shaped within platforms: Facebook, Instagram, and the sampled news 

sources that post political imagery on these sites.   
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CHAPTER 1 — INTRODUCTION 

 

This study investigates how audiences interpret and respond to political news 

images on social media through an analysis of user comments on Facebook and 

Instagram. The primary aim is to examine of a selection of six images of President 

Trump during his 2024 campaign and subsequent election, as they are presented on 

Facebook and Instagram from various news sources. Within the comment section for 

each image, there are thousands of replies available for study. Understanding these 

responses matters because they offer insight into how users engage with political news 

online and how public opinion is expressed in digital spaces.  

The particular scope of this research will focus on what news consumers on 

social media have to say in comments sections about images they are viewing 

alongside the headlines they read on Facebook and Instagram from these news 

sources: ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, Fox News, The New York Times, and 

The Washington Post. The research will specifically aim to answer the following 

research questions:  

RQ1: How do comments in comments sections of news sources on social media vary 

per news outlet in reaction to selected images?  

RQ2: How do comments in comments sections vary per social media outlets (Facebook 

and Instagram) in reaction to selected images?  
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RQ3: Is the perceived political affiliation of a news outlet reflected in the comments 

section of its social media posts?  

RQ4: Do images of the same news event differ per news outlet as shown on social 

media?  

RQ5: Do audiences’ reactions differ to identical images within comments sections of 

differing news outlets’ Facebook and Instagram?  

RQ6: What frames are found most often within the comments sections of news outlets’ 

Facebook and Instagram pages of images of Donald Trump?  

Examining the power of visuals and audience engagement offers an opportunity 

to focus primarily on the consumers of social media news content. This further 

illuminates the importance of this study, as research regarding news production and 

social media is readily available, while the field needs more scholarship in how 

consumers react to news on social media in the political sphere, particularly via image.  

As preliminary research and writing of this piece began, the researcher 

continuously meditated on the notorious quotation, “You can’t believe everything you 

read.” As it wasn’t clear who to attribute it to, novelist Vivian Eve did write this in her 

novel Untitled (n.d.) as countless others must have through decades, possibly centuries. 

Dan Pfeiffer, former White House communications director, also stated this famous line 

in defense of news stories circulating about former President Obama during his first 

term (2011). In the contemporary political climate, particularly during and following the 

first term of President Donald J. Trump, both media and political institutions have 
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operated within a highly polarized environment in which news organizations are 

frequently criticized for perceived bias and at times labeled “fake” by Trump himself 

(Schwartz, 2018). For example, one illustration of this polarization, and viewers’ reaction 

through their online comments, is clear through one of the most notorious images of 

President Trump: his mug shot taken in the Georgia Fulton County Jail in 2023 (Fausset 

and Haberman). While the image is presented identically across new sources, the 

comments related to the image include a range of descriptors like “triumphant,” 

“glaring,” and “defiant” (Scott, 2025). While some audiences are glad to offer their 

perspectives in the comment sections of online news in social media, others appear to 

be there for the “show.” This is apparent in the comments section of a post by Forbes 

on the professional social networking site, LinkedIn, in January 2025. The post 

examines President Trump appointing the wealthiest cabinet in U.S. history for his 

second term. Comments on this post range from audiences calling the president a 

“narcissist,” others praising the president’s appointment of successful businesspeople, 

and a comment by David Bagga, CEO of a recruiting company, who declares: “I just 

came here for the comments” (Forbes, 2025; Bagga, 2025).  

Responses from the public to President Trump’s declaration of fake news was 

clearly seen on social media, as members from separate ends of the political spectrum 

sparred in comments sections over the president’s words and Jim Acosta’s – then of 

CNN- response. Many wanted to ask, “Mr. President, Mr. Acosta, how do we determine 

what is, in fact, news?” It is likely citizens and researchers alike have been pondering 

this question now for many years. This study pivots rather to uncover what those on 

social media are actively saying about news presented to them, specifically on 
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Facebook and Instagram. And, sure, perhaps one cannot believe everything one reads, 

but what about that which one sees?  

In order to attempt to answer all research questions, a careful review of the 

literature and a plan of action for methodology were undertaken. An examination of 

McLuhan’s “the medium is the message” (1964) was an integral place to begin. As to be 

discussed in depth, the expansion of new media to include social media makes this 

theory’s inclusion of particular relevance and importance. While there are studies shown 

within the literature review that do examine this sort of work, what is largely left 

unexamined are comments by social media users, news consumers in the digital age. 

While comments have been briefly examined for other factors, this work is unique as it 

seeks to determine the dominant attitudes of those responding to the news images they 

view on social media, therefore contributing to the body of knowledge related to political 

discourse on social media news sites.  

The adaptation of a medium’s message and its influence on the message that 

McLuhan highlighted is easily applied to the context of political messages in social 

media. This adaptation and change in the direction of political research became evident 

with emerging media – social media, specifically. The advent of the 24-hour news cycle 

refers not only to that of broadcast news, but now also of social networking sites. The 

social media pages to be examined for this study: ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, 

Fox News, The New York Times, and The Washington Post all provide stories to 

their social media feeds around the clock. The influence of the medium clearly shapes 
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the rate and frequency of how the audience is intended to consume political messages, 

while also shaping the overall perspective of the message as well.  

Entman’s framing theory (1993) is used in the study’s content analysis by means 

of examining messages communicated within images on social networking sites. 

Alongside framing theory, social media engagement theory is employed within the study 

and is defined by Brodie, Ilic, Juric, and Hollebeek, (2013) as "a psychological state that 

occurs by virtue of interactive, co-creative experiences with a focal agent/object in the 

context of social media." This focal object, a news image, is an appropriate vehicle to 

study comments by users in the social media medium. The power of visuals and 

audience engagement focuses the study on social media news content consumers.  

Concerning methodology, a qualitative content analysis was executed for this study. 

Of primary concern, six images to be examined in the study were chosen as those most 

reacted to on social media, from President Trump’s federal indictments, his 2024 

presidential campaign, and his 2025 inauguration. Ultimately the researcher removed 

Trump’s courtroom sketch depictions from the sample, due to a lack of data and 

availability of the image(s) on multiple news outlets’ social media pages. In 

consideration of which social networking sites would be examined in the study, Meta’s 

Facebook and Instagram were chosen. Chief among the reasons being their 

longstanding popularity and reliance on images to communicate their digital messaging. 

In order to study images alongside their coverage in the news, six news sources were 

chosen for analysis: two major newspapers (The New York Times and Washington 

Post) and four major broadcast or cable networks (ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, 
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and Fox News). In order to properly categorize and code sampled comments, following 

preliminary study of comment sections, and similar studies from which frames were 

adopted, seven themes were determined:  

• Supporting Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016)  

• Opposing Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016) *later adapted to reflect presence 

of language critical of Trump 

• Victory (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016)  

• Failure (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016)  

• Scandal (Bruce, 2018)  

• Legalese (Bennett, 2016) 

• Political Identity (Siles and Tristan-Jimenez, 2021)  

Finally, the first 100 comments in each news outlets’ threads after the posting on 

both Facebook and Instagram were sampled, examined for their language, then coded 

for the themes above.  

In summary, this study had many goals with a narrow focus. Not only will the 

analyzed results contribute to the literature in a meaningful way, but they also clarify 

how audiences engage with political news images on social networking sites. This 

period also marks a significant moment in history to examine. One in which a 

technological revolution is occurring, with most Americans getting their news from social 

media. And social media CEO billionaires are in close social circles with political 

leaders, while a new, second-term president is consistently in the news, making waves, 

positive and negative, among the public he serves.  



 7 

This study closely examines image-centric social media sites, their presentation 

of news stories, and the comments left by audiences for each. The significance of the 

results of this study will illuminate how the online commenting public views the 

president, whether this varies by platform, how the news source and the image it uses 

may impact shape these comments, and the prevailing attitudes audiences express 

toward the president.  
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 The Medium is the Message  

Marshall McLuhan’s concept that “the medium is the message” (1964), has been 

a prominent topic of debate in communication studies for decades. Kwiatkowski (1998) 

explains what this means in depth, with the acknowledgment that mediums have 

evolved but that influence of the medium, in a traditional or new media medium form, is 

still essential to ensuring effective results are met when products, images, or messages, 

particularly surrounding news, are transmitted in various outlets. He writes, the medium 

was the vehicle creating awareness, initial imagery, and carrying the advertising, and 

the goals of the research community were to create more effective advertising, to create 

more effective media buys, and to create more effective researchers (p. 44). It is worth 

noting McLuhan’s theory has evolved with technology’s progression, and “the medium is 

the message” paradigm has shifted to include new media that creates awareness and 

“imagery vehicles” like social media platforms (p. 44). Messages disseminated on 

Facebook and Instagram, as this study will explore, have potential to reach millions of 

audience members, both targeted and non-targeted news consumers.  

 According to data released by parent company Meta, Facebook had 

approximately 3.03 billion users worldwide as of Q1 2023 (Oberlo, 2023). This statistic 

increases each year. Meta, who also owns the popular social media site, Instagram, 

boasts high user numbers there, as well. According to Bloomberg, Instagram has 
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become the go-to app particularly for younger generations, with over two billion users 

reported in October 2022. As a result, Instagram is considered among the most 

valuable social media companies in the world (Haqqi, 2023). With such substantial user 

numbers, it is logical that, “digital news has become an important part of Americans’ 

news media diets, with social media playing a crucial role in news consumption. Today, 

half of U.S. adults get news at least sometimes from social media” (Pew, 2023). 

According to Pew’s study, of the 70 percent of Americans who engage with Facebook, 

31 percent of adult users say they regularly get their news from Facebook. Instagram 

reports a slightly smaller number of users at 47 percent, with 13 percent of those users 

consuming news from the site (2023). In a Pew study conducted three years prior, it 

was found more than eight in ten Americans get their news from digital devices, which 

almost always contains some form of imagery on its screen (2020). 

Facebook is still the most popular social networking site (SNS) in America, with 

Instagram three spots behind it, ranking below YouTube and WhatsApp. However, as 

Instagram is categorized by Business Insider as a photo-sharing app, underscoring 

imagery within its platform, it is the most logical medium to study in comparison with 

Facebook for this content analysis, the scope of which focuses on the imagery of 

political news in social media. (2023).  

Entman’s framing theory (1993) is also of great importance and may be 

employed in this content analysis to analyze the messages disseminated through 

imagery in social media, as Gandy, Grant, and Reese state, (2008) “visuals come in 

handy in framing subtle messages-especially messages that may be socially risky if 

stated explicitly” (p. 220).  
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Figure 1 News Consumption and Use by Social Media Site (Pew, 2022) 

News is consumed through social media by most age groups in the U.S., though 

certain trends may be observed.  According to a Pew survey, of those who regularly 

consume news from Facebook, 26% are ages 18-29, 40%, the largest population, are 

aged 30-49, 21% of these consumers are ages 50-64, and the smallest group of users 

are over the age of 65 (2022). Instagram’s news consumers vary slightly. Of the same 

age group categories, 18–29-year-olds represent the largest group of those who 

regularly consume news from Instagram at 46%. Slightly fewer, 38%, are ages 30-49. 

The statistic begins to decline more rapidly with 50–64-year-olds, who regularly 

consume news on the social networking site only ten percent of the time, and five 

percent of these consumers are over 65 years of age (2022). 
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 With traditional news outlets producing in newer mediums, like social media 

platforms, researchers are finding youth are also consuming news online. A cluster 

analysis study conducted with Dutch youth in 2011 identified six types of categories 

young news consumes fall into (van Cauwenberge, Beentjes, and d’Haenens 2011): 

online news users, news junkies, traditionalists, free newspaper readers, television 

users, and dabblers (or also understood as a news minimalist). Geers (2020) outlines in 

their article, News Consumption across Media Platforms and Content: A Typology of 

Young News, users identified as traditionalists tend prefer both international and 

local/domestic politics. In her study, she uses four categories to analyze news 

consumers: news minimalists, news omnivores, traditionalists, and online news users. 

This distinction is significant in her findings, where traditionalist prefer both international 

affairs and local/domestic news. Interestingly, both news minimalists and online news 

users tending to only navigate to news related to culture and celebrities. This pattern of 

news selection is not distinct to young readers, but adults as well (Edgerly, 2015).  

 Another demographic that seems to also influence the consumption rate of news, 

the news medium, and the selection of a news producer is the education level of the 

user. Individuals with higher education read the news at a higher consumption level – 

 labeling them as news omnivores (Geers, 2020). Conversely, users with a lower 

education seek news with little effort and tended to avoid news as a topic all together 

(Bos, Linda, Sanne Kruikemeier, and Claes de Vreese 2016). Over the cannon of work 

on the topic, consistent results show that higher-educated people differ in their (online) 

news consumption patterns when compared to lower-educated people (van Dijk, 2006). 
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 The inclusion of social media in Geers’ study resulted in a finding that is 

particularly interesting. The assumption that traditionalists would not select newer 

mediums was incorrect. The study found that “traditionalists” actually preferred news 

websites and news apps. The research finds statistical significance for “online news 

users” who used interactive apps and social media to consume their news. Geers goes 

so far to proclaim “the label ‘social news users’ might be more appropriate than ‘online 

news users.’” 

 It is important to also note that the consumption of news will also be influenced 

by the content and the platform (Strömbäck, Falasca, and Kruikemeier 2017; Edgerly et 

al. 2018). van Rees and van Eijck give an example of this, in the case in sports 

magazines or regional newspapers (2003). 

 Through the lens of the Uses and Gratifications theory, it is a simple correlation 

that 58.8% of internet users use social media news, in general, to connect with others 

(Statista). Reviewing the demographic differences of social media users reveals that 

white adults are the largest consumer on Facebook and Reddit (60% and 54%) and 

predominately male (64% male vs. 35% female), where Black and Latinx/Hispanic 

adults are reported as the largest group (20% and 33%). For those reading the news on 

LinkedIn, 57% have a four-year college degree or higher.  

 This body of research shows evidence for the argument that a “digital divide” 

exists between a user’s education level and their online media use (van Dijk, Jan A. G. 

M., 2006). The influence of what news platform, news brand, and news content to 

consume are impacted on a spectrum from demographic to culture to political to 

personality-based characteristics (Newman, Nic, et al. Reuters Institute Digital News 
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Report 2023 via Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2023). With such a 

cacophony of variables on selection, this forces media producers to delve into newer 

mediums (like algorithms, social media, and platforms) which in turn, shapes and 

transforms news experiences, access, and therefore, preferences.  

The Influence of Media Producers in a Medium 

 The influence of social media in news is so prevalent that researchers have 

identified and outlined a fourth wave of news production “diffusion” and consumption 

(Hendrickx, J., 2023). Hendrickx uses an analytical framework that identifies social 

media journalism has become the successor of news production, diffusion, and 

consumption. Despite a statistical and significant shift in medium use, there is still an 

emphasis on all mediums, in which all four waves are occurring simultaneously.  

 For the opposing argument that users have free will to make a news selection, 

behavioralists would not have us so easily convinced (Thaler and Cass, 2009). 

Arguably, users have the free will to select (Sartre, 1943) a platform. In Satre’s 

philosophical work, he makes the argument individuals have radical freedom to make 

choices, with only personal responsibility shaping their experience. One can easily 

make this application to the selection of news in modern media options. However, 

Pariser outlines we cannot be so naive to think that people are “blindly” choosing where 

they access information (2011). In his book, he reveals the systematic influence of 

algorithm and user personalization creating a “filter bubble” that limits free will.  

 With the evolution of news from an oral word to a written (Plato, 1993) and the 

written to printed and the printed to radio waves to television screens (McLuhan, 1994) 

to phone screens, so too has the evolution of media production and diffusion. Cross-
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marketing occurs to capture viewers in their preferred news mediums (Doyle, 2013), but 

it also furthers the influence to consume more news in general (Shrum, 2012).  

Understanding Media Layers According to McLuhan 

Exploring the significance of McLuhan’s theory of “the medium is the message” 

offers an in-depth lens that is essential to understanding how the layers of media within 

a given medium interact, influence, and ultimately shape the perception of 

communication (McLuhan, 1994). Whether a message is received via television, a book, 

or a smartphone, the medium itself changes the experience of how the message is 

received by the user. This theory relies on the premise that the way audiences receive 

the message through a given medium is directly part of the message itself. The form of 

the message, the speed of its delivery, the emotional response it elicits, and the 

gatekeeping that shapes its presentation all contribute to the layered meaning of the 

message. 

If the content itself is shaped by these layers, how does the image coupled with a 

message influence the overall impact? McLuhan argues this combination of text and 

image creates a powerful interaction that shapes the message itself. Images tend to 

have a stronger impact on emotional resonance due to their inherent visual immediacy. 

Simply, images can create a mood before text has been read, considered, and 

synthesized into a coherent opinion. This emotional salience, inherent to visual content, 

shapes the credibility and trustworthiness of the message. Through this process of 

visually evaluating an image, users are guided toward an interpretation. Journalistic 

standards emphasize an unbiased depiction when selecting imagery for a news story to 

avoid influencing interpretation. Yet, even with such standards, images can be framed in 
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ways that subtly guide audiences toward specific emotional responses, ultimately 

influencing how the accompanying text and imagery are interpreted. 

A powerful example of this is an image of people standing together holding signs, 

suggesting protest activity. If the accompanying headline reads “Citizens for Peaceful 

Protest Demand Justice” versus “Citizens Clash with Police Jurisdiction,” the framing 

shifts dramatically. The adverb “peaceful” carries a different connotation than the verb 

“clash,” steering interpretation in divergent ways. Similarly, if the same headline, 

“Americans Engaged in Protest at the City Courthouse,” is paired with two different 

images, one depicting a man yelling in a crowd of angry faces and another showing 

college students sitting together holding hands, the emotional response changes. The 

interpretation of the image alone can guide audiences toward a particular framing 

through emotional, visual cues. 

If text and image together create a layered response to communication, how 

does the medium or the consumer’s device further shape interpretation? McLuhan’s 

central argument emphasizes the role of the medium as a vehicle for guiding 

interpretation. For example, a text message advertisement may carry a sense of 

urgency and importance due to its immediacy. Conversely, an advertisement in a 

printed newspaper provides the reader with greater control to scan or skip the content 

altogether. A televised message, particularly in video form, can be immersive and 

engaging, whereas text requires active participation to read, reflect upon, and 

synthesize. An auditory medium, such as a podcast, can feel personal and is accessible 

to a broad audience, yet it cannot convey certain nuances of visual or written formats. 
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McLuhan uses factors such as form, speed, scale, engagement, and gatekeeping to 

highlight how each medium creates interpretive layers before the content is even fully 

processed. 

When considering that a message is shaped by text, imagery, and medium, it is 

also necessary to examine how specific platforms add their own layers of influence. 

While McLuhan’s work predates the rise of social media, his theoretical framework can 

be extended to modern digital contexts. Social media platforms each create distinct 

communicative environments, similar to differences between traditional media types. 

YouTube videos, Instagram images, Twitter/X text-based posts, LinkedIn articles, and 

Reddit comment threads all deliver messages through unique modes: video, still 

imagery, text, long-form articles, and interactive discussions. While these platforms 

share certain features such as scrolling interfaces, interactivity, and viral distribution 

mechanisms, their core delivery modes shape audience interpretation in platform-

specific ways. 

Through McLuhan’s theoretical lens, it follows the meaning of a message is first 

shaped by the interplay of text, imagery, video, and commentary, then by the medium or 

device through which it is accessed, and finally by the specific platform. These initial 

interpretations influence the ultimate impact of the message after exposure, cognitive 

processing, and synthesis, often resulting in audience perceptions that diverge 

significantly from the original intent of the content producer. 

McLuhan argues media does more than transmit information. Media influences 

how information is experienced and understood. Audience, or consumer, interpretations 
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are shaped by both the content of political images and the media environment through 

which these consumers view the political images. Within the context of viewing images 

from social media, via the internet, the traditional interpretation of McLuhan’s theory is 

somewhat challenged. When referencing McLuhan, researchers typically examine the 

medium itself, and for the purposes of this research, that includes the internet, 

Facebook, and Instagram. What does not fit McLuhan’s theory neatly is the environment 

the internet creates as a medium. This medium, versus other more “traditional” forms of 

media requires deeper analysis because it does not fit the traditional framework of 

McLuhan. Instead, the examined medium is situated in a high-density media 

environment that is also highly participative in nature.  

For deeper analysis regarding McLuhan’s theory and internet images, the 

researcher looks to McLuhan’s classifications of medium as “hot” or “cool” from chapter 

two of his work (1964). According to his theory, “hot” media is characterized by high-

definition and low audience participation, providing substantial information, requiring 

less interpretive involvement. “Cool” media tend to be lower in definition and demand 

greater participation from audience members to complete meaning. As traditional media 

functions as a “hot” media, per McLuhan, contemporary media environments that 

include the internet and social media platforms complicate this distinction. 

A layered framework, using this theory, a researcher may examine three layers 

of media for the purposes of the study. The first is the image itself. McLuhan’s theory 

dictates these high-resolution, professionally produced images can be classified as “hot” 

media. These images studied provide a considerable amount of visual information, but 
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the meaning of the images is not fixed. Audience engagement activates this meaning 

when consumers interact in various ways with the image.  

A second component worth examination through McLuhan’s lens is the platform 

for communication itself. McLuhan’s work, though not produced in the digital age, is 

focused on the medium through which messages are communicated to audiences. This 

may be modernized for contemporary study in examination of the platforms used for the 

research, including Facebook and Instagram, which shapes how the images studied are 

encountered by audiences and engaged with by these audiences who are doing 

interpretive work. McLuhan would classify this as “cool.” Further, the aforementioned 

images on social media are “hot,” while the platform used to engage with these images 

makes it “cool.” 

Finally, the third layer, the consumer’s device, mediates conditions of reception 

of the message. In this case, the device itself becomes part of the communication 

environment. The device, in this context, influences how content is consumed. The 

device most often used for social media engagement, a smartphone, encourages 

immediacy and rapid reaction from the consumer. The device both displays the image 

and shapes conditions under which the image is interpretated.  

This layered framework is particularly relevant to the study, as audience 

interpretations observed in comment sections reflect both reactions to the image itself, 

and also the platform-specific and device-mediated conditions through which the 

observed reactions are produced. One may conclude this is a hybrid environment, as it 

contains both “hot” and “cool” elements. The internet, and the social media platforms 
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found there, do not fit the theoretical perspective very well given its mixed context. From 

a theoretical perspective, this “lukewarm medium” allows the researcher to examine 

both sides of this classification, which lends more nuance to the study’s theoretical 

contribution as a result.  

Understanding How Visual Politics in News Media Portray Politicians 

 Applying McLuhan’s paradigm that visuals can convey messages with influenced 

interpretations, this framework is particularly useful for examining visual politics. 

Chapter nine of The Research Handbook on Visual Politics (Steffan, 2023) provides a 

foundational point of reference for this discussion. Steffan presents multiple examples of 

political figures in news coverage, highlighting the complexity of visual framing and its 

potential influence on audience political evaluations in both traditional and social media 

contexts. One study Steffan reviews is Grabe and Bucy’s (2009) analysis of U.S. 

presidential campaign coverage from 1992–2004. This research examined televised 

visual clips of politicians and concluded that (1) visual clips were used more frequently 

than interviews or statements, (2) silent visual representations were prevalent, and (3) 

framed visuals tended to complement the overall message of the news story. Their 

findings suggest viewers responded more strongly to how a candidate appeared on 

screen than to the content of their political messaging, with salient visual cues shaping 

political understanding more than policy discourse. 

Steffan also references Barrett and Barrington’s (2005) study, which analyzed 

over 400 newspaper photographs of political candidates during general election 

seasons between 1998–2002. The results indicate that newspapers often selected 
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images that presented candidates favorably and aligned with the outlet’s political 

orientation. This visual selection process exposed audiences to framing effects that 

could bias candidate evaluations. 

In his own research, Steffan (2020) conducted a content analysis of over 2,000 

visual posts from Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter/X representing political candidates 

in seven Western democracies. He found candidates’ self-presentations were more 

likely to adopt an “ideal candidate” frame rather than a “populist campaigner” frame. 

This form of curated visual identity positioned politicians as leaders rather than ordinary 

citizens, shaping public perception before any textual or policy content was engaged 

with. 

Instagram Versus Facebook  

Platform-specific visual patterns further illustrate differences in political image 

framing. Moon, Kim, and Kwak (2024) analyzed approximately 60,000 political images 

posted on Instagram between 2013–2021. Their findings revealed face-forward images 

and those with “lifestyle politics” framing, depicting politicians in casual, personable 

contexts, garnered higher engagement. The authors argue that Instagram users were 

more responsive to imagery that fostered emotional rather than ideological connections. 

Similarly, Mathias-Felipe de-Lima-Santos et al. (2024) examined over 11,000 

images from Brazilian political candidates during the 2018 and 2022 general elections. 

Their study found that “celebratory, personalized imagery,” featuring affection, cultural 

backdrops, and emotional resonance, had greater audience salience. By contrast, 
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Yang, Davis, and Hindman (2023) conducted a large-scale analysis of approximately 14 

million Facebook posts preceding the 2020 U.S. election. They determined that roughly 

23% of political images were misleading, with 20% of images featuring politicians falling 

into this category. Right-leaning visuals were five to eight times more likely to 

misrepresent information, with 39% classified as misleading. Misleading content 

included altered images, memes with false text, real photographs paired with inaccurate 

captions, and fabricated screenshots or labels. The study also found that Facebook’s 

algorithm often failed to flag such content, underscoring a platform-level vulnerability in 

detecting visual misinformation. This gap raises concerns about public influence and 

electoral integrity, particularly given that nearly half of Americans consume at least part 

of their news through social media (Pew Research Center, 2023). 

Framing Theory  

Entman (1993) best describes framing theory in the social sciences and 

communication as, “to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make 

them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular 

problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment 

recommendation for the item described” (p. 52). He outlines that the presentation a 

piece of info, in a “frame”, will influence a person’s reaction, opinion, perception and 

even behavioral action. Key components of this paradigm are to highlight some portions 

of a message, while omitting other pieces of information about the entire situation. This 

method gives the frame the ability to alter the information about reality, which in turn 

shapes what the audience pays attention to and will be utilized in this research. 
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Contemporary framing theories are used in both qualitative and quantitative 

studies. In a modern setting, framing theory is progressive and seeks to apply content to 

social media outlets, such as Facebook and Instagram (Baran & Davis, 2013, p. 328). 

Baran and Davis also discuss framing theory’s modern importance in journalism: 

“Research consistently demonstrates that journalists routinely frame news events in 

ways that have problematic consequences. Framing research could be used to 

recommend and evaluate new strategies for news production” (p. 328). Using this 

theory, scholars may suggest journalists’ use of social media is inappropriate for the 

purposes of unbiased reporting but must also analyze if journalist’s posts to Facebook 

and Instagram should reflect neutrality through imagery. If not, what frames are these 

images following? Research in framing may suggest biased language be removed from 

official news stories, but should imagery be measured by the same standard?  

Entman (1993) situates framing theory within the process of making certain 

aspects of a message more salient through selection and emphasis. When applied to 

visuals, this process illustrates how the choice of images can guide interpretation by 

providing dominant cues that carry stronger emotional and ideological meanings. 

Images, unlike text alone, are capable of establishing immediate emotional resonance, 

which reinforces the subtlety of a frame. This positions visual framing as especially 

powerful in shaping audience perceptions of political events and figures. 

Research further demonstrates the influence of visual framing within political 

communication. Grabe and Bucy (2009), for example, analyzed U.S. presidential 

campaign coverage from 1992 to 2004 and found that television news relied 
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increasingly on visual clips rather than direct interviews or statements. Their findings 

revealed viewers were more likely to respond to visual cues, such as how a candidate 

appeared on screen, than to the policy content itself. Similarly, Mendelson and 

Tenenboim-Weinblatt (2014) argue images function as central framing devices because 

they often structure audience interpretation before textual information is even 

processed. Together, these studies confirm that visuals are not merely supplementary 

to text but central to how messages are framed and understood. 

The relevance of visual framing extends into the digital environment. Steffan 

(2020), in a content analysis of more than 2,000 political candidates’ posts across 

Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter/X, found that visual self-presentation frequently 

adopted an “ideal candidate” frame rather than a “populist campaigner” frame. This 

pattern highlights how images circulated on social media serve to project authority and 

leadership, shaping perceptions in ways that align with news media portrayals. Moon, 

Kim, and Kwak (2024) similarly examined over 60,000 Instagram posts and concluded 

that users engaged more with images emphasizing lifestyle and emotional connection 

than with those that foregrounded ideological content. These studies illustrate how 

visual framing practices, both in traditional and digital contexts, guide audience 

responses by embedding emotional and relational cues into political imagery. 

Taken together, this scholarship underscores Entman’s claim that framing 

operates not only through textual selection but also through the affective signals 

embedded in images. In political communication, visual frames shape trust, credibility, 
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and interpretation in ways that may overtake textual content, demonstrating the 

centrality of imagery to mediated political discourse. 

Framing theory is appropriate and may be employed in this content analysis to 

analyze the messages disseminated through imagery in social media, as Gandy, Grant, 

and Reese state, (2008) “Visuals come in handy in framing subtle messages — 

especially messages that may be socially risky if stated explicitly” (p. 220). As 

President Trump is one of the most controversial figures in history, journalists may use 

framing to their advantage to avoid scrutiny (Lieberman, 2019). For example, “For such 

messages relying on visual imagery…[this] may provide a broadcaster or journalist with 

a shield of deniability of a kind that cannot be claimed with verbal persuasion” (p. 220). 

With social media available to news outlets, these sources may find ways, through 

imagery, to report news without being accused of bias in modern polarizing political and 

news environments. With emphasis placed on imagery in social media, Guran and 

Ozerslan (2022) write, “media frames serve also as working routines for journalists to 

quick classifying and packaging events into audience relatable news stories” (p. 447). 

The ease and simplicity of imagery combined with character limits on social media 

make it more likely a consumer will read a news story a journalist has published, if done 

so in this medium.  

“Entman (1993) defined individual frames as ‘mentally stored clusters of ideas 

that guide individuals’ processing of information’ (p. 53) that he makes into a reference 

frame of long-term political views and short-term issue frames” (Guran and Ozarslan, 

2022, p. 446). Guran and Ozarslan insist “framing effects of microblogging constitute 

the most influential factors in agenda setting, public opinion, social movements, and 
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political communication on social media” (p. 453). However, no mention is made of the 

imagery which accompanies social networking sites’ microblogging, which this study will 

further investigate. Brock’s (2011) writing of various theoretical “frames” as metaphors 

may be useful in the description of this applied theory: 

Whether the frame is mounted on a gallery wall or demarcates the limits of a 
movie screen, the image that we have brought to mind almost certainly contains 
a work, some form of representation, which it presents for our attention. The 
frame, then, though it is not the work, is indis-sociable from it; presents it in a 
certain manner, in a certain light; and draws attention to the relationship between 
the work and its setting (p. 105).  

This review will later conclude with an analysis of visual political communication 

theory, which, according to Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007), has been linked to 

framing theory for decades, since the 1980s and early 1990s (p. 10). In a study by 

Ballejo, et al. (2021) connecting framing of visual content in social media and viewers’ 

attitudes to threatened species, researchers found social media consumers’ attitudes 

can be influenced by the way a message is presented. Using framing theory, the 

authors underscore “messages can be strategically framed to emphasize what really 

matters to the sender and the audience” (p. 11). Though the topic of research differs, 

the same theoretical concept may be applied to the study, which would evaluate the 

framing of images in social media as they relate to political communication. “Framing 

has been used strategically by politicians, journalists, marketers, and leaders of social 

movements to ensure their messaging resonates with their target audiences” (Molder et 

al., 2022, p. 669). The effectiveness of visual framing lies in its capacity to select and 

emphasize particular visual elements, such as editing, composition, angle, and subject 

focus, in order to guide interpretation. Rather than providing a neutral representation, 



 26 

the framing of imagery communicates a specific interpretation or ideology by directing 

the audience’s attention toward selected aspects of reality (Parveen & Showkat, 2020). 

Famulari and Major (2024) illustrate this process by contrasting two images of migrants: 

one that depicts migrants in criminalized contexts, and another that presents migrants in 

humanized, everyday scenarios. The criminalizing frame encourages audiences to 

adopt threatening stereotypes, reducing empathy and attributing responsibility to the 

individuals pictured. By contrast, the humanizing frame elicits greater emotional 

salience, fostering empathy and shifting the interpretive burden from individual blame to 

broader societal responsibility. In this way, visual framing demonstrates its power to 

shape audience perceptions not only of the image itself but also of the broader 

political and social discourse in which it is situated. 

Target audiences may be reached with even greater precision on social media. 

This framing strategy within this medium also creates the probability that the image will 

reach more consumers. “Because frame setting is a process where frames elected by 

actors in communication elected for resonating with frames established in the social 

consciousness of receivers namely audience frames gain immediate and widespread 

acceptance by liking [the image]” (Guran and Ozerslan, 2022, p.453). This emphasizes 

one reason social media may be chosen as the medium to disseminate a message, as 

it may reach millions of viewers within minutes, particularly as consumers in one 

another’s social networks are typically shown the image their “friends” have “liked.”  

While social networking sites are new to the media landscape when compared to 

television, newspapers, or radio, “from 2015 on, the social networks with their inherent 

features have been integrated as a main field of study with increasing 
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internationalization of perspectives” (Entman and Knupfer, 2018). As the popularity of 

social media increases, so does the research necessary to unpack its myriad research 

questions. One should keep in mind, “Framing is a macro construct that refers to styles 

of presentation that communicators use to convey information in a manner that 

resonates with existing underlying schemas among their target audience” (Shoemaker 

and Reese, 1996), implying audiences targeted on social networking sites, for the 

purposes of this study, have cognitive biases as social media users. Much has been 

written in the literature about framing as a means of manipulation in news, for example, 

Lecheler and Vreese (2019) discuss the news media’s ability to influence consumers’ 

behaviors and attitudes based on subtle ways a news story is framed. However, there is 

also claim framing “does not imply that most journalists attempt to twist stories or 

mislead their viewers. Framing devices, in other words, become valuable instruments 

for communicating somewhat complicated topics in a manner that is understandable to 

lay audiences because they draw on pre-existing cognitive schemas” (Numan, 2022, p. 

9). 

Rodriguez and Dimitrova (2011) outline four analytical levels of the visual framing 

model: denotative, stylistic/semiotic, connotative, and ideological. Respectively, these 

levels involve what is seen objectively; the representational qualities of angle, color, 

lighting, or symbolism; the implied or suggested meaning; and the underlying 

ideologies, values, or power relations. Thomson, Zhang, Ren, and Chen (2024) 

employed this framework in a qualitative experiment comparing news imagery across 

Australia and China, demonstrating images require less cognitive effort to process than 

text. This reduced cognitive load allows emotional salience to more readily produce 
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intended or unintended interpretations of authority, nationalism, or victimhood, 

particularly in the context of visually dominant news coverage on social media. 

Platforms that prioritize images over textual captions accelerate this process, amplifying 

subtle causal interpretations that are specific to each image. 

With the present study’s emphasis on how news consumers respond in comment 

sections to images they encounter alongside headlines, Arora et al. (2025) provides an 

important contribution. Their approach systematically examines how visuals and text 

interact in shaping news interpretation, finding that audiences respond more strongly 

when images and text are combined rather than analyzed separately. This indicates that 

visuals do not merely serve as accessories to textual content but actively frame, shape, 

and reinforce implied interpretations, thereby amplifying the overall frame. Such findings 

bridge media theory with computational methods by showing how the environment of 

social media platforms heightens framing effects. Specifically, the algorithmic circulation 

of visual content adds another layer of amplification, reinforcing how images guide 

interpretation in ways that extend beyond the original framing of the text. 

The heightened role of visuals across platforms underscores their ability to 

amplify framing effects, often more forcefully than textual elements alone. Because this 

study examines what news consumers articulate in comment sections when responding 

to images alongside headlines, Arora et al. (2025) provides a particularly relevant 

contribution. Their computational approach shows that text and visuals should not be 

analyzed as separate inputs. Rather, visuals actively shape and reinforce the meaning 

of accompanying text, amplifying interpretive frames instead of functioning as mere 
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supplements. These findings situate visuals as central to the framing process and 

highlight how platform dynamics further intensify their influence. Taken together, such 

work extends media theory into contemporary digital contexts, illustrating how 

algorithmic environments heighten the salience of visual frames and guide user 

interpretation of news content. 

One aim of this study is to examine which frames users’ comments may be 

sorted into by viewing images of President Trump on social media news sites. 

Goffman (1974) writes “frames are schemata of interpretation that enable the individual 

to locate, perceive, identify, and label events and situations in the social world” (p. 21) 

and Entman (1993) posits these frames may be used as reference for long-term political 

views, (p. 53) thereby suggesting the images (frames) found within this study on social 

media may influence the way Facebook and Instagram consumers “locate, perceive, 

identify, and label” the information within these images “as reference for their long-term 

political views,” particularly when considering President Trump will be the subject, in 

some way, of all studied images.  

This type of research is essential to understanding the role of visuals in social 

media news. “As the development of social media and the rise of visual culture, image 

in the social media has received more and more attention from scholars and sorting out 

its content is beneficial to clarifying the related research of images in social media and 

provide a new research perspective” (Ma and Fan, 2022, abstract).  

Framing Theory in the Context of Politics in Social Media  

 For the purposes of this study, the researcher defines visual framing as the 

process through which political imagery guides audience interpretation and contributes 
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to the construction of meaning. Rather than viewing framing solely as a characteristic of 

the image itself, the study presents an understanding of visual framing as occurring 

through interaction between the political image, the social media environment in which 

audiences encounter it, and the audience responses within the comment section. This 

approach emphasizes meaning is not inherent to the image alone, but meaning is 

constructed as audience members engage with, interpret, and discuss political imagery 

on Facebook and Instagram. 

Selective Exposure and Audience Self-Selection 

 Selective exposure occurs when audience members select media content that 

aligns with their interests, preferences, and biases while avoiding media content they 

find less appealing. Selective exposure may occur, according to Prior (2007) when the 

availability of media choices is high, as it is for modern audiences. This leads audiences 

to gain control over the content they consume, which allows them to select information 

aligning with their individual preferences and avoid the information they find less 

appealing or disagree with. 

Selective exposure is relevant to political communication, as it is framed around 

how political information is produced, distributed, interpreted, and discussed by 

audiences. Due to a media environment that makes selective exposure increasingly 

available, audiences may be exposed to different political images based on their 

choices concerning, for this study, news outlets, social media accounts, and political 

sources. For example, in this study, Fox News audiences and New York Times 

audiences may encounter political imagery within different media environments and 

through different audience communities, even when the images are identical. The study 
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uses several images that are identical across news outlets, but audiences may 

encounter the images differently across media environments. Stroud’s (2011) work is 

focused specifically on partisan selective exposure, important for the study, as it argues 

that audiences seek political information that will reinforce existing attitudes and beliefs, 

while avoiding information that challenges those beliefs. Additionally, Iyengar and Hahn 

(2009) argue selective exposure refers to the tendency of audiences to prefer news 

sources that are perceived as consistent with their individual political views. These 

studies taken together frame the argument around selective exposure, that differences 

found in comment sections of this study may be explained by self-selection from the 

audience rather than image effects alone. Selective exposure occurs because 

audiences have both opportunity and motivation to seek information aligning with their 

existing beliefs, political identities, and preferences, while simultaneously avoiding 

information challenging those beliefs (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Prior, 2007; Stroud, 2011). 

The researcher’s goal is to establish that audiences are not randomly distributed across 

media environments. 

The study’s framework includes: visual framing, McLuhan’s theory, and platform 

effects, and when taken together, argue beyond what audience self-selection explains. 

McLuhan’s framework explains how the media environment shapes audience 

engagement. Selective exposure does suggest who is likely to encounter political media 

content. Beyond this, visual framing explains how the images studied cue these 

interpretations, whereas platform effects show how social media structures audience 

participation. The study illuminates how audiences construct meaning once they engage 

with political images.  
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Interpretation 

 In this study, interpretation refers to the ways audiences construct meaning in 

response to viewing images of Trump on Facebook and Instagram. This process was 

observed through audience comments and could take several forms. These forms 

include: expressing political beliefs, evaluating President Trump, criticizing or supporting 

media coverage, discussing political or legal events, expressing partisan identities, and 

responding to symbolic elements of the political image. 

The researcher recognizes audience responses were not limited to direct 

observations about visual characteristics of a political image. While some commenters 

referenced specific aspects of the political images examined in the study, others used 

the images as opportunities to express broader political opinions, criticism of media, or 

support for political figures. Both responses are relevant to the study, as framing theory 

suggests that audience members construct meaning from media messages rather than 

receiving them passively. The study examines both how audiences responded to 

images of President Trump, and how audiences constructed meaning through their 

responses to political imagery within social media comment sections.   

Framing Theory and Social Media Images  

 Images hold a natural weight of impact to which written text cannot truly stand in 

comparison. Images inherently transmit symbolic, contextual, and emotional weight that 

is immediately experienced by all audience members (Graber, 1990). By curating 

images, social media creators (i.e., news media producers and political figures) can play 

to the favor of the interpretation of a message by targeting an image’s ability to enhance 

the recall of an underlying emotion. Graber offers a sound example of this in a political 
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setting, where a social media post showcases visuals of political leaders shaking hands 

in a political arena, like that of the Oval Office, a presidential stage, or political podium. 

The context of the image is not directly imprinted on the viewer. Rather, the subject of 

the image intertwined with the individual’s cultural, historical, and linguistic influences 

create the context of the image (Barthes, 1981). Barthes uses two examples to highlight 

this explanation. In the first, is an image of a young child, sitting on a rural road, with no 

shirt and no shoes on. The second, is the same image, but the young child is at the 

beach. Barthes argues that the first image is a perfect highlight of what he calls 

“stadium,” the cultural, historical, and linguistic interpretations of an image. The viewer 

sees a general emphasis on poverty or neglect, framing the story about poverty or 

social inequality. However, in the second image, he uses the child at the beach to point 

out the “punctual” of the image, an emotional and personal resonance. The child at the 

beach with no shirt or no shoes on could remind the audience of a time they visited a 

beach, giving a very different interpretation of the context of the image.   

With Entman’s foundational concept of framing theory, we can highlight and 

examine how social media images frame the context of a political image by shaping 

certain aspects of reality by focusing on some parts and ignoring other parts of the 

same reality. Entman demonstrates four functions of a frame: define the problem, 

identify the cause, assign values, and propose a solution. He details that the power of a 

frame is its ability to create behavior action in the audience. He gives an example of a 

news report on the unemployment rate. Depending on the frame, the media producer 

could focus on a cultural sentiment that workers are lazy (a personal responsibility 

frame) or a policy focus by pointing at a governmental mishandling (institutional 
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responsibility). With this explanation and examples as demonstrations, we can begin to 

see how both the subject of an image and the audience member are needed to create a 

context of a message. 

Dobber and Hameleers (2024) extend the application of visual framing theory to 

the role of comment sections in shaping audience interpretation of political coverage on 

social media. In their experiment, participants viewed the same political interview but 

under three conditions: no comments, accusatory comments directed at the politician, 

and accusatory comments directed at the journalist. Although the visual content itself 

remained unchanged, participants exposed to negative comments targeting the 

politician evaluated the politician more critically than those in the no-comment condition. 

This finding underscores the statistically significant influence of comment sections on 

shaping interpretation and perceptions of trust. 

The results suggest that comment sections function not merely as supplementary 

responses but as framing mechanisms in their own right, capable of shifting and 

amplifying public perception. When visual content is paired with sentiment-laden 

commentary, the meaning of the imagery is shaped by how peers evaluate it. This co-

construction of meaning demonstrates how visual frames are reinforced and sometimes 

transformed by public commentary. The resulting “echoing effect” highlights how the 

interplay between imagery and comment sentiment creates an additional layer of 

framing that guides subsequent audience interpretations. 
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Social Media Engagement Theory  

In the study by Brodie, Ilic, Juric, and Hollebeek (2013) a commonly referenced 

definition of social media engagement theory can be found. They define engagement in 

the context of social media as "a psychological state that occurs by virtue of interactive, 

co-creative experiences with a focal agent/object in the context of social media." Social 

media engagement is influenced by social identity and group dynamics. Users are more 

likely to engage in environments where they feel a sense of belonging or shared 

identity, fostering a community around specific interests or values, such as that which 

aligns with political preferences, for the purpose of this study. 

 Algorithms are central to all social media platforms. These algorithms can 

significantly shape engagement patterns by determining what content is prioritized in 

users' feeds. This can affect the diversity of the content users encounter. 

Further research by Wasko and Di Gangi (2019) conclude that understanding the 

factors influencing user engagement is crucial for maximizing social media usage and 

enhancing user experience. The study highlights the importance of creating engaging 

environments that foster interaction and community among social media consumers.  

Visual Political Communication 

Analyzing images in social media spaces requires a comprehensive theory that 

can encompass nuances to examine specific contexts, like cultural, political, and 

psychological themes. Visual political communication theory lends itself to this very 

inquiry. Visual political communication theory sets to use images, symbols, and other 

visual elements that convey a political message to the audience with the intent to 

persuade their opinion and to influence their behavioral actions. (Kress and van 
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Leeuwen, 2006). Using this theory, researchers can explore questions like how 

politicized visual elements influence communication, what makes visual political ideas 

memorable, and examine how this powerful tool is shaping political discourse.  

Visual political communication theory has been linked to framing theory for 

decades, since the 1980s and early 1990s (Scheufele and Tewksbury, 2007, p. 10). 

Research investigating how images are framed in social media in a politically 

communicative method has accelerated in recent years. Similarly, this study aims to 

investigate how President Trump is visually portrayed in the news coverage of his 

federal indictments, his 2024 presidential campaign, and Trump’s subsequent re-

election, on both Facebook and Instagram, and viewers’ responses to these images. 

This can include images of campaign posters, clips of televised political speeches, 

and/or images of political figures, all within the space of social media posts and/or 

stories. A study by Farkas and Bene (2021) found “on Facebook, users like more 

politics-related candidate-centered images,” but similar effects were not found on 

Instagram for more informal visuals. 

 While new media, e.g. social networking sites, fall in the category of emerging 

research, political communication theory frameworks may be found since before the 

United States was fully formed. According to Reinemann (2014) and Rousseau (1762), 

first addresses private interests and the consequences if they are not balanced among 

structured organizations. In Democracy in America, DeTocqueville (1889) examines the 

differences between democratic and aristocratic nations and the influences each have 

on the human mind. Scholars consider DeTocqueville’s claim that nineteenth century 
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Americans’ favorite activities included political debate and discussion (Cassino, Taber, 

and Lodge, 2007, p.205) and “the belief that consensus is a prerequisite of democracy” 

(McClosky, 1964, p.361). 

Centuries-old theories are deeply neglectful of communication within their 

theoretical frameworks. Modern research takes into account the relationships political 

science and communication studies share. “Scholars in comparative politics were never 

really interested in the mass media and political communication…comparative research 

in political communication deserves more attention because it enables us to inspect our 

own findings critically…” (Esser and Pfetsch, 2004, p. 3). Blumler (2015) explains how 

this shift began to occur in the early nineties, with more research focused on the fusion 

of the political and the communicative (p. 427). Norris (2001) writes, “political 

communication has always been central to the electoral and policymaking process but 

since the early 1990s” technology developments in media have ushered research 

toward Internet media and defines political communication as “an interactive process 

concerning the transmission of information among politicians, the news media, and the 

public” (p.11631). 

 “It is said Dewey and Merriam ‘founded contemporary political communication’”  

(Shklar, 1991, p. 3 as cited in Farr, 1999, p. 520). Considered the founder of political 

science, both the discipline and its theories, (Farr, 1999, p. 534) Merriam (1925) 

asserted the “political process has been made up of two elements, loyal adherence to 

tradition, and restless contrivance and invention looking to change and adaptation” 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006, p. x). The social media pages to be examined for this 

study: ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, Fox News, The New York Times, and 
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The Washington Post, while providing 24-hour coverage to its consumers, the 

dissemination of this news through social media, the medium, is influential in shaping 

the frequency and rate at which the audience consumes political messaging.  

Brecht (1959) once wrote, “[visual communication] theory was twenty years 

ahead of the practical consequences applied to it” (p.7). This study will likely argue the 

opposite, that technology advances far more rapidly than theory does, and therefore 

many questions about new media linger in the political science and media studies 

disciplines, specifically.  

Graber and Smith (2005) succinctly define and describe political communication, 

citing those who have long contributed to the discipline and theory: 

The field of political communication, as defined in this article, encompasses the   
construction, sending, receiving, and processing of messages that potentially 
have a significant direct or indirect impact on politics. The message senders or 
message receivers may be politicians, journalists, members of interest groups, or 
private, unorganized citizens. ‘The key element is that the message has a 
significant political effect on the thinking, beliefs, and behaviors of individuals, 
groups, institutions, and whole societies and the environments in which they 
exist’ (p.  305).  
 
 There are many other definitions, of course, but all encompass the same 

essential elements (Denton & Woodward,1998; Hahn, 2003; Perloff, 1998). 

Arguably, a paradigm shift has occurred related to political communication and 

the use of visuals with the growth in use of social media. Bouko (2023) explains, on 

social media, imagery has become universal in users’ communication when politics are 

discussed online, often through the use of comments (p. 1).  

 Strategically chosen visuals play a significant role in how political figures are 

perceived, according to Grabe and Bucy (2009) and Messarus and Abraham (2001). 

Grabe and Bucy (2009) found emotionally expressive images create significant impact 
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on the attitudes of audiences, while Messarus and Abraham’s study (2001) determined 

images mobilize audiences through evoking feelings of outrage and solidarity. 

Specifically in social media, political images are circulated more widely than ever before 

(Smith, 2021) and may include reels (videos), gifs, and memes, in addition to traditional 

images. Similar to this study, Wells et al. (2016) used visual political communication 

theory to evaluate memes of Secretary Clinton and President Trump circulating in online 

spaces during the 2016 election season and the narrative these images inspired. 

Another study similar to this research was conducted by Highfield and Leaver (2016) 

which examined images of Presidents Obama and Trump. This study determined the 

ideal ways for candidates to appeal to voters and to brand themselves visually. Years 

before President Trump was known for his controversial social media posts, much has 

been studied about the use of Twitter/X, during President Obama’s 2008 campaign by 

Harfoush (2009); Jarvis (2010); Fox (2011). 

 Brader (2005) and Powell et al. (2015) analyzed the emotional appeal of images. 

Powell et al. (2015) found images of patriotism can inspire emotional connection among 

audiences. In this study, symbols like the American flag were found to be effective in 

imploring emotion with viewers. Similarly, Brader (2005) discovered in a study analyzing 

images used in campaigns, audiences’ attitudes and behaviors are often impacted 

through a result of enthusiasm or fear based upon viewing political images. 

Social media consumers are routinely cautioned about misinformation and 

disinformation when consuming news on these platforms. Cairo (2019) found visuals 

can be used to purposefully mislead viewers and identified the necessity of honest 
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representation of political images, in order to maintain ethical standards in visual 

political communication in digital spaces. 

Effective strategies to establish a compelling visual message to achieve voter 

appeal, political figures have long understood the comprehensive insights of visual 

branding in politicized messages have a direct influence on voter appeal. There are a 

variety of effective strategies for campaign managers that resonate with voters and 

establish a rapport and relationship with the viewer.  

 One of the more subtle nuances of voter impact is evident through candidate 

appearance. A perfect demonstration of this is the phenomenon closely related to the 

early 1920s presidential candidate, Warren Harding, and what is now known as the 

“Warren Harding Effect,” in which the candidate’s appearance contributed to the voters’ 

perceptions of candidate qualifications (Gladwell, 2005). In the extensive research of 

appearance in the social sciences, Bailenson, Iyengar, Yee, and Collins demonstrate 

“people are drawn to others perceived as similar” (2009). They confirm in their study 

voters found political candidates more appealing when the candidate shared relative 

familiarity to the voter’s political party, gender, and facial similarity or appeal. Hoegg and 

Lewis also examine this in their 2011 study, in which they purport that political 

advertising has grown dramatically with recent presidential campaigns. Their study 

points to how the personality traits of a candidate and candidate appearance interact 

with the brand image of a political party. Further, the results show that “appearance-

based inferences about candidates influence election outcomes, but their impact is 

driven partially by trait associations at the party brand level.  
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Another study in Germany examined how candidates present their appearance 

on social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook and Twitter/X, in seven western 

democracies. With the framing theory approach, Liebhart and Bernhardt (2021) reveal 

political candidates tend to favor the “ideal candidate frame” over the “populist 

campaigner” which can be understood as political stances of the common people who 

are often in opposition to the perceived elite. 

Interestingly in the current political climate, the study of self-referencing to 

political candidate brands has proven relevant. Guzman and Aswath (2015)  expand on 

this idea by examining how voters’ perceptions of their own identities shape their 

preference for political candidates whose brand aligns with them. Including this study 

highlights the influence of voter self-referencing in the decision-making process. 

With the rise of visual political communication mediums, there is a growing gap in 

the literature. Farkas and Bene set out to fill some of those gaps with their 2020 study. 

Their study examines how political agents are using Instagram posts to create an 

audience reaction or effect. They outline the personalization of communication of the 

image presents the figure in a more relatable, and humanized way, through images that 

share the political figure in behind-the-scenes moments or share life events. These 

casual settings foster a perceived feeling that the audience is closer to the figure image, 

which distorts the influence of future message. They also find a distinction between 

informal and formal imagery. There are strategic uses of sharing images of the political 

figures surrounded by family and images of the figure surrounded by high-elected 

officials. The distinctions of formal and informal imagery use are implemented to shape 

audience perception before even reading about the event. The emotional engagement 
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of the image immediately forms a feeling towards a headline. They also find that each 

social media platform had its own specific strategies for political communication imagery 

use. Interestingly, politicians on Facebook had more individualism, politicians on 

Instagram focused on privatization and behind-the-scenes tactics. They conclude like 

media producers, politicians adapt their visual communication strategies to the existing 

behavior on a social media platform. These studies find that political professionalism is 

strategically shaped by the curation of images to convey to the audience the subject of 

the image is relatable, professional, and authentic. 

Visual political communication is the overarching disciplinary framework used in 

this study. Visual framing explains how political images guide audience interpretation. 

McLuhan’s theory explains how the medium through which political imagery is 

encountered shapes that audience interpretation. Finally, social media engagement 

theory explains how audiences participate within comment sections and construct 

meaning through their engagement with political imagery. 

Power of Visuals and Audience Engagement  

Visual Imagery in Photojournalism Media 

The question of what constitutes a “journalistic image” is central to understanding 

visual communication in news media. Photojournalism, as a professional practice, 

requires the systematic and ethical selection of images in accordance with the National 

Press Photographers Association (NPPA) Code of Ethics (National Press 

Photographers Association, n.d.). These standards establish the boundaries of visual 

reporting and articulate the responsibilities of photographers in representing events and 

subjects truthfully. The NPPA emphasizes principles of accuracy, fairness, and integrity, 
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seeking to prevent distortion or manipulation in the construction of news imagery. Within 

this framework, a journalistic image functions not simply as an illustrative element 

accompanying text, but as an evidentiary artifact bound by ethical obligations. Such 

images carry the weight of documenting reality while avoiding the imposition of bias or 

sensationalism, thereby reinforcing journalism’s broader mandate to inform the public 

responsibly. Please see the figure below for further illustration of the photojournalist’s 

code of ethics. 

 

Figure 2 NPPA Code of Ethics for Photojournalism (National Press Photographers 
Association, n.d.) 

 

Photojournalists are to represent all images with accuracy and objectivity, by 

adherence to these ethical standards (Mitchell, 2000). They should depict factual 

Principle Description 

Accuracy Ensure the accuracy of the subject matter by not staging or manipulating 

images. 

Context Provide complete context to avoid misleading representations of events. 

Respect Treat all subjects with dignity and respect, showing special consideration for 

vulnerable individuals. 

Editing Integrity Avoid altering images in ways that mislead or distort reality. 

Accountability Adhere to high standards of transparency and professional responsibility. 
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representation, be contextually accurate, follow ethical standards, serve a public 

interest, and be published through a legitimate organization. 

Images for Performative Genres  

Images like memes, editorial cartoons, comical images, screenshots or 

otherwise, in performative genres, are visuals that belong to a group that are set to 

depict irony and parody, with inherent and implied interpretations, rather than used to 

report facts (Vasconcelos, & Barbosa, 2024). Illustrative visuals fall in a comedic genre 

where the ecosystem is intentionally using emotional and exaggerated moral 

interpretation to create a satirical format for users. These images deviate from 

photojournalism through their genre-level framing, where new media visuals for 

journalism aim for a neutrality in reporting facts (Ödmark, 2021). While satirical images 

use exaggeration, humor, and parody, they cannot be relied on for professional 

representation of factual events. 

Audience Engagement 

While many studies in the literature contribute to how producers of news seek to 

understand engagement of audiences online, this study’s focus is the consumers’ 

reaction to social media news content, primarily, those observed through the comments 

left by users on social media pages. A need in the literature for more studies related to 

social media news consumers is timely and necessary to address social networking 

news consumption, as the field is bursting with studies addressing those who produce 

the news, increasingly in digital contexts and many in the political sphere.  

A study by Yousufi (2019) found more care must be paid by journalists in 

traditional newsrooms through use of time, tools, strategy, and training to capitalize on 
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news content that may be found on social media. Lane, Overbye-Thompson, and 

Garcin (2023) argue American news media coverage on social media in political news 

stories are increasingly negative, use angry language, and spread misinformation. 

“Studies on discursive audience engagement in news primarily focus on grabbing 

audience attention and communicating news values” (Wu and Pan, 2022, p.129). Van 

Erkel and Van Aelst (2021) found a negative association between consumers following 

political news on Twitter/X, and Facebook and audiences’ political knowledge.  

In traditional news spaces, such as newspapers, radio, and television 

broadcasts, audience engagement is measured in varied ways, typically dependent 

upon the medium of delivery. Social media news engagement focuses extensively on 

how audiences engage with the posted news through comments, (Opgenhaffen, 2011) 

which will serve as the primary scope of this research. User, or audience, engagement, 

“purports to be a holistic framework that takes into account the characteristics of 

systems (e.g., usability, aesthetic appeal, interactivity), users (e.g., level of felt 

involvement, positive affect) and what happens when these two entities meet at the 

system interface” (O’Brien, 2011, p.2). “Audience practices of… commenting on 

platforms ‘contribute to a change in the traditional relationship between journalists as 

active and audiences as passive (Andersen et al., 2019, p. 2480 as cited in Wu and 

Pan, 2022, p.129).  

The literature suggests when news content producers post news to social 

networking sites with the hope users will comment on the post, these accounts are 

primarily used for disseminating news, with little attention paid to the comments 

themselves (Badham and Mykkanen, 2022). If producers are not concerned with what 
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audiences write within the comments, why do the comments matter? Why are they 

relevant to the producers, and why are they important to examine? As stated, producers 

are optimistic that users will comment on news posts because doing so increases the 

likelihood that others within the users’ social networks will see the content. For this 

reason, it is important for scholarship to examine how audiences respond to political 

news during an election season in order to gain insight into how users react across 

social media platforms and news organizations, an outcome this study addresses.  

In studies where comments on social media posts are examined, few are in the 

way this study will explore. For example, Lo, Lam, and Cheung (2021) analyzed 

audience comments from the social networking sites of political candidates to link 

intermedia framing between social media and news media. Park and Kaye (2023) 

assess news stories of higher significance based on comments on Facebook for 

conservative, moderate, and liberal South Korean political candidates. Similarly, Lee 

and Tandoc (2017) researched a more basic take on users’ comments, as their 

objective was to discover how audience feedback online, through comments, “alters 

various stages of news production and influences the way people select, process, and 

make sense of the news” (p. 436). O’Brien (2012) explains the importance of user 

engagement in online news amidst the rise of news on social media, noting the 

“enjoyability” of a consumer must be considered when presenting digital news to an 

audience, whereas the importance of the information shared with the consumer is less 

important than the experience the audience has while locating and sharing the news 

with others (p.2). Implications of this theory and the enjoyment one feels while locating 
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and sharing news and Instagram and Facebook may or may not be reflected in the 

comments studied, an intriguing angle to the study.  

Media Representation of News Sites versus Social Media   

Examining how media outlets represent news on their own sites compared to 

social media provides an important lens for understanding differences in framing. 

Scholars working within framing theory and social media theory have begun to analyze 

how traditional outlets and digital platforms disseminate, structure, and contextualize 

coverage. Particular attention has been given to headlines, hashtags, and broader 

framing trends that influence user interpretation. 

Pan, Wang, Qi, Lyu, and Luo (2023) contribute to this discussion by analyzing 

over 4,000 headlines from traditional media and more than 40,000 Reddit comments on 

three landmark U.S. Supreme Court cases. Using a classification of “favor,” “neutral,” 

and “against,” they found that Reddit comments exhibited stronger polarization than the 

headlines, with the degree of polarization varying according to political leaning. These 

findings underscore the tendency for social media environments to heighten polarization 

relative to traditional news framing. 

In a complementary theoretical piece, Güran and Özarslan (2022) examined the 

role of hashtags and user participation in shaping political communication on platforms 

such as Twitter/X, Facebook, and Instagram. The work highlights how the affordances 

of digital platforms, such as virality and algorithmic amplification, alter framing 

processes by intensifying echo chambers and polarization. The study emphasizes that 
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content shared on social media is framed not only by the original source but also 

through the platform dynamics that facilitate rapid spread and selective exposure. 

Similarly, Santana and Lee (2023) compared New York Times articles to 

contemporaneous Twitter/X discussions. Using topic modeling and network analysis, 

they observed a gatekeeping effect in the newspaper coverage, which controlled the 

agenda of issues presented to the public. Twitter/X discussions, however, developed 

organically and often elevated topics absent from the mainstream reporting. These 

findings suggest that while traditional media frames are shaped through editorial control, 

social media conversations allow users to negotiate and reinterpret frames, particularly 

around marginalized issues.  

Taken together, these studies point to a clear divide in framing practices. 

Traditional news coverage reflects editorial gatekeeping and the pursuit of balanced 

representation, reinforced by a one-way flow of information to largely passive audiences 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). By contrast, social media coverage is more dynamic and 

user-driven, characterized by polarized and emotionally charged frames that are 

amplified by algorithmic curation (Chadwick, 2013). Although this dynamic fosters 

greater participation, it simultaneously exposes users to fragmented narratives and 

misinformation within echo chambers. 

Another examination of social media engagement in the comment section is 

participation in leaving comments, but also the reading of comments for regularly 

consumed news outlets. A recent study from 2024 aimed to understand news-related 

comments left by users of social media sites and the effects of leaving comments 
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(Kubin, Merz, Wahba, Davis, Gray, and Von Sikorski). They share the previous 

research on the topic found “normative ideas that such sections could be beneficial for 

public discourse and democracy” (e.g., Engelke, 2020; see Habermas, 1962, 2022). 

This look at comment thread engagement shows that the current understandings 

of user engagement with social media comments are limited. The findings of the study 

showed there are ill-effects, rather than benefits from engagement. Users reported 

behavior of distrust in news reporting, instigating fights between other users in a 

comment thread. Varied researchers have looked at the effects comments have in 

shaping the perception of the news. This study is a relevant example that users feel a 

range of complex emotions when reading or engaging in the comment section. The 

Center for Media Engagement conducted a similar study to examine how “uncivil 

comments affect perception of a news site” (Tenenboim, Chen, and Lu, 2019, January). 

The study found the uncivil comments on a news outlet’s social media reflected a 

negative perception of the news brand itself. People who reported negative attitudes 

after seeing uncivil comments also reported a reduced value in the news story. Another 

2024 study also looked at perceived trustworthiness of a news brand based on 

interactions with other social media users in a comment section of a social media post 

(Saltz, Japan, Acosta). Their results concluded that constructive communication 

strategies contributed to up-ranking, curiosity, perceived respect, trustworthiness, and 

interest in the comment section. This was a bi-partisan effect, where “constructiveness 

also increased perceptions that the comments were favorable to Republicans, with no 

condition worsening perceptions of partisans.” Overall, researchers can indicate that 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1447457/full?utm_source=chatgpt.com#ref32
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1447457/full?utm_source=chatgpt.com#ref41
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1447457/full?utm_source=chatgpt.com#ref42
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prosocial qualities of speech in comment sections foster less polarized, thus healthier 

political conversations in online comment sections. 

The implications of social media user engagement in comment sections are not 

unique to news content alone. Research on uses and gratifications in comment sections 

has examined a range of factors, including moderation strategies. One study analyzing 

Reddit’s r/changemyview provides a useful lens for understanding the broader impact of 

comment engagement, regardless of topic:  

 We found that the perceived persuasiveness of a comment fluctuates  
systematically from the top thread level to the most nested level. We conducted a  
semantic similarity analysis among adjacent comments in the threads examining  
how similar the comments are with respect to their content. Our results suggest  
that the first thread comment brings up a new idea or perspective, and the next  
comment matures it by adding new information to elaborate it, therefore, this  
comment is more likely to receive a delta point than the first comment. 
Additionally, this pattern continues onto the next comments. Implying that there is 
a common reasoning pattern in engaging in the threaded discussions (Xiao and 
Mensah, 2022).  
 

This is a powerful concept that academics highlight needs further research. This 

application of social media engagement in the comment section of a post shows that the 

medium creates environments within image contexts that have far-reaching 

psychological impacts that negatively or positively shape a view of a brand, view of a 

topic, view of a social media post, and view of ideologies. Past studies and literature 

examine user comment engagement, but does not offer depth in the analysis of 

evaluating comment threads in social media sites in politically charged imagery 

contexts. Further, the field is lacking the examination of specific images displayed of 

high-influencing political figures (i.e., Donald Trump) and the influence that has on 

social media users in the comment section of those posts. This study offers a new 
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application of social media communication theory with the combining paradigm lens of 

framing theory, to show the influential impact of politically charged images of President 

Donald Trump on commentary in social media posts.  

From the past literature review, we can see research is limited on the influence of 

President Donald Trump’s social media post images on the comment section in social 

media posts. A 2018 study analyzed “visual messaging of the Trump Presidency in their 

first 100 days and compare it to the previous Obama administration,” their study found 

that during the first Trump term, the president was framed with a visual narrative, 

"consistent with its campaign rhetoric that celebrates power with allusions to 

authoritarian tropes.”  

Similarly, another study solely examined a thematic spread of language-specific 

comments in the response to the crisis news of the assassination attempt on Trump in 

2024 (Phillips, 2024). He stated, “From the public comment section on Facebook, the 

researchers found three immediate themes emerging from the data, they are examples 

of: dismay; trolling, and the public’s conspiratorial thinking from both sides of the 

political spectrum.” While the comment section is a public space for internet users to 

share, it is also an environment that is unassumingly adding influences to how those 

conversations are shared. The significance of this is explored in the study. 

Kümpel and Springer (2015) examined how the presence of user comments on 

news sites influences readers’ perceptions of both the quality of journalistic reporting 

and the overall trustworthiness of the media outlet. Their findings suggest that user 

engagement, particularly in the form of commentary, exerts an influence that can, at 

times, outweigh the reporting itself. In this way, commentary functions as an additional 
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layer of social perception that shapes how audiences interpret bias and credibility. As 

the authors note, “journalist work can be distorted or degraded by negative comments” 

emphasizing the importance of developing editorial strategies for moderating and 

managing public responses, given that these responses significantly shape perceptions 

of quality and trust. 

The influence of commentary is not limited to routine reporting, but also extends 

to coverage of scandalous or contentious topics. In their study, von Sikorski et al. (2016) 

investigated how comment valence and commenter status affected audience 

evaluations of political scandals. They found negative comments increased perceptions 

of an individual’s responsibility and guilt, while positive comments elicited more lenient 

evaluations. Furthermore, the social status of the commenter played a critical role, with 

higher-status individuals producing stronger perceptual shifts among readers. These 

findings suggest that comment sections function not only as spaces of opinion sharing 

but also as influential mechanisms of social perception. 

Lev-On (2016), in an eye-tracking experiment, found that approximately 40% of 

users allocated attention to scanning and reading user comments, providing quantitative 

evidence of the high likelihood of exposure. However, the study also demonstrated 

comment influence was not uniform across all readers. Instead, users’ pre-existing 

attitudes toward the subject matter often shaped their interpretations more strongly than 

the comments themselves. This indicates that while public commentary holds 

measurable influence, user evaluations are also filtered through individual 

predispositions. 
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In a related study, Clementson (2019) investigated the role of user commentary 

in shaping perceptions of political interviews. He found that even when exposed to a 

range of polarized viewpoints, users frequently echoed the same sentiments already 

present in the comment section. For instance, when frames portrayed a politician as 

deceptive, subsequent comments tended to reinforce and reproduce that interpretation. 

These findings highlight how comment sections may amplify existing frames through a 

process of repetition and peer reinforcement, illustrating the co-construction of meaning 

between visual content, textual frames, and public commentary. 

Later, Boomgaarden et al. (2020) also found in their study of Facebook 

comments that negative comments in reaction to the posted news can “decrease 

perceived journalistic quality and trust” in the news content posted, even if the article 

posted is free from bias and neutrally factual. Later, Boomgaarden et al. (2020) found in 

their study of Facebook comments that negative reactions to posted news can 

“decrease perceived journalistic quality and trust” in the content, even when the article 

itself is neutrally factual. Given this evidence that users are influenced by the tone of 

comment discourse, it becomes necessary to examine the broader impact of comment 

environments on audience perception and engagement. Waterschoot et al. (2024) 

provides a useful explanation extend this discussion by noting that the nature and tone 

of public comment discussions can encourage users to participate directly in comment 

sections rather than engage with content in other ways, such as sharing articles within 

their networks. 

While social media platforms can feature public comments, the overall impact of 

the nature and tone of these discussions engages users to participate more in the 
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comment section than content that does support the feature of a comment section, such 

as sharing the article within the user’s existing platform network. The societal influence 

of sharing an individual opinion can be compounded in online contexts when there is 

little risk to the commenter (Reagle, 2015).  

This gives a lens into human behavior of online content comment sections, the 

influence of digital culture, and the gratifications that users gain by participating in low- 

risk environments. While the specific focus of this study narrows what news consumers 

on social media have to say in comment sections about images they are viewing 

alongside the headlines they read, it is important in the literature review to comment on 

why users engage in the first place. This gives a rich background into the behaviors 

they are engaging in. The author’s review demonstrates comment sections provide 

encouragement to both read and participate in commentary of online content. The 

exposure of seeing a comment section, and any subsequent engagement is a natural, 

human act that is driven by societal dynamics and personal motivations. Reagle’s 

personal commentary highlights this behavior well in stating, "the comment is a small 

but telling expression of what we choose to share, contest, or endorse in a public 

space” (2015). While there is additional, extensive literature in the examination on the 

uses and gratifications theory in the commenting of online content, further inquiry is left 

to other researchers to explore as the focus of this study follows framing theory and 

social media communication theory. 

Integrated Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical perspectives discussed throughout this chapter are integrated 

into a single conceptual framework to illustrate how each contributes to understanding 
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audience responses to political imagery on social media. Figure 2.1 summarizes the 

role of each theoretical perspective in the study. 

 

Figure 2.1 Integrated Theoretical Framework Guiding the Present Study 

Together, these perspectives explain how political images are presented (visual 

framing), why audiences encounter them (selective exposure), how the platform shapes 

interaction (McLuhan), and how audiences construct meaning through comments 

(social media engagement theory). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theoretical Perspective Explains Application to the Present Study 
Visual Framing Theory How political images are selected 

and presented by news 
organizations. 

Explains how photographs cue interpretation 
through facial expression, posture, 
composition, and symbolism. 

Selective Exposure Why audiences encounter political 
images in different media 
environments. 

Explains why audiences across news outlets 
may differ before interpreting the same 
images. 

McLuhan's The Medium is 
the Message 

How the communication medium 
shapes interpretation. 

Explains how Facebook and Instagram 
influence audience interaction and 
interpretation of political imagery. 

Social Media Engagement 
Theory 

How audiences actively construct 
meaning through interaction. 

Explains how commenters interpret, 
compare, and negotiate meaning rather than 
passively receiving political imagery. 
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CHAPTER 3 – METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 
Research Design  

 The basis of this study centers upon the use of qualitative content analysis 

through the lens of a systematic visual analysis framework using content-analytic coding 

of visual elements, comparative cross-outlet analysis, and textual content-analysis. The 

below sections will illuminate how this content analysis was conducted, how images for 

the analysis were selected, the news sources explored within the study, how the 

population of user comments on Instagram and Facebook were sampled, how images 

were analyzed and coded, and how the study arrived at the frames in which the social 

media comments were categorized. 

Qualitative Visual Framing Content Analysis 

This study seeks to analyze and understand the influence of social media news 

images on behavioral patterns of digital discourse related to opinions of Donald Trump 

as a presidential candidate and subsequently, as a second-term United States 

president. The study involved a qualitative content analysis utilizing a systematic visual 

analysis framework to review images applied in President Trump’s social media news 

coverage from four major national television news outlets and two national newspapers, 

with a focus on social media news consumer comments viewing the images. The 

predominant visuals of the study examined: How President Trump is portrayed visually 

in the social media news coverage of his federal indictments, his 2024 presidential 

campaign, and his 2024 election. Explicitly, the study sought to determine which frames, 

are discovered in the comments made by active engagers and consumers of these 
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news images on social media, in each news outlet’s comments sections on Facebook 

and on Instagram. Pfeil and Zaphiris (2016) describe qualitative content analysis as 

“one of the most commonly applied methods when investigating messages within online 

communities” (p. 7). Additionally, “analysis begins when the data is reduced to 

concepts, patterns and themes (e.g., extract codes out of a raw full data set). Further 

refinement of the found patterns, displaying concepts that have been found and relating 

the patterns to existing frameworks is part of the analysis as well” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994).  

To analyze the imagery and visuals for each post, visual framing analysis was 

used for the study. The researcher utilized content-analytic coding and comparative 

cross-outlet analysis. This allowed the researcher to examine how political meaning is 

constructed in the news posts’ image through technical, compositional, and symbolic 

elements within each image (Messaris & Abraham, 2001; Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011).  

A comparative cross-outlet analysis allowed the researcher to compare whether news 

outlets used identical images, if there were alternative visual frames present in the 

image, framing patterns, and if there were ideological patterned tendencies in the 

images (Parveen & Showkat, 2020).  

To analyze the comment text for each post, textual content analysis was used for 

the study. As McKee (2003) asserts, “Textual analysis is a way for researchers to 

gather information about how other human beings make sense of the world” (p. 1). 

Given (2008) writes at length about textual analysis: “Textual analysis is a method of 

data analysis that closely examines either the content and meaning of texts or their 

structure and discourse…Textual analysis does not attempt to identify the ‘correct’ 
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interpretation of a text, but is used to identify what interpretations are possible and likely 

(p.1). This study focused on interpretation of the text, in comments reacting to social 

media political news posts, with specific frames assigned to each post based on textual 

interpretations. Reader comments sections on Facebook and Instagram, which form the 

main type of UGC in news social media websites (Hermida, 2011), allow unprecedented 

opportunities for readers to express their opinions and beliefs, including religious and 

political orientations and more private views (Loke, 2012, as cited in Bruce 2018). 

Visual framing analysis was useful for this study. Through its application, it 

allowed the examination of images by different news outlets news covering the same 

news events. A frame is established and noted by examining the images composition, 

symbolism, emotional cues, and representational choices (Parveen, & Showkat, 2020). 

This directly addresses RQ4: How do the images of the same news event differ per 

news outlet as shown on social media? The content-analytic coding is a systematic 

approach of coding the visuals by technical features (shot type, camera angle, focus 

and depth, image sharpness), compositional elements (subject, placement, background, 

use of graphics or text), and expressive/emotional elements (facial expression, body 

language, emotional tone). Using this coding scheme allowed the researcher to provide 

a systematic method to document how images differ across news outlets (Vasconcelos, 

& Barbosa, 2024). As aforementioned, a comparative cross-outlet analysis allowed the 

researcher to compare whether news outlets used identical images, if there are 

alternative visual frames present in the image, framing patterns, and if there are 

ideological patterned tendencies in the images. Together, the systematic visual analysis 
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framework offered a transparent and repeatable methodology to identify patterns of 

visual framing across images and across selected news outlets.   

It should be noted the use of chronological order in the selection of comment 

sampling helped limit potential bias as most social media platforms are algorithmically 

sorted, prioritizing commentary based on engagement, quality of relevance, user 

relationships to the viewer, and recency. By using a chronological methodology, these 

variables assist in neutralizing variable influence to keep sampling data consistent 

across comparable news outlets (Zeng, Chen, & Wang, 2020).  

By contrast, methods like stratified sampling based on engagement metrics are 

not best suited for this type of study due to the limitations of several practical, 

conceptual, and platform-related issues (Di Bona et al., 2024; Tufekci, 2014). For 

example, the popularity of one news outlet may generate thousands of low-engagement 

comments, where another may generate few to zero comments. In this case, the strata 

of low/medium/high engagement cannot be standardized and, therefore, produce 

meaningfully replicated sample data. Additionally, the algorithmic sort of comments 

presented a platform limitation where engagement is not counted organically, but 

shaped by algorithm preferences such as visibility, early commenters, platform 

predictions, and outlet moderation. This creates a sampling bias when looking at the 

topic frame. Lastly, engagement strata often systemically overrepresent sensationalize 

viewpoints, vocal sub-communities that may be a minority base, and generally content 

that is provoking. This overrepresentation conceptually negatively reinforced a 

behavioral bias in the data selection and was therefore not fit for use in this study.  
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Platform-specific moderation policies are an expected and integral part of digital -

commentary environments, with Facebook and Instagram no exception. Moderation 

directly influences which comments are visible within the researcher’s dataset. This 

study incorporated moderation policies into the research design by recognition of the 

feature as a platform feature, tracking effects in the dataset, and conducting analytical 

checks to mitigate bias. The study captured comment threads at multiple points, 

recorded indicators or hidden/removed comments, and provided documentation notes 

of each moderation policy. Ultimately, moderation policies are not confounding errors 

but communicative context shaping visible discourse (Habibi, Hovy, & Schwarz, 2024). 

Comment Section Discourse and Broader Public Opinion  

The study of social media comment sections in news outlet posts are self-

contained groups that share in the public discord of political interpretation. This 

relationship between online discourse and broader public opinion is not a representative 

one (Cook, Patel, & Wohn, 2021). Statistically, this is a limitation in the study as social 

media users that engage in the comment section are more politically engaged, often 

more opinionated, and more emotionally willing to express their viewpoints. This set of 

users is not intended to represent the distribution of opinion in the population, so their 

opinions cannot be used to show population-level distribution of attitudes and beliefs. 

However, there is still great value in the examination of comment section discourse as a 

non-representative population to approach behavioral measures of how smaller, hyper-

engaged users, publicly express and negotiate political interpretation and meaning (Are, 

2024). Comment section representation is commonly compared to the 90-9-1 rule, in 

which 90% of users are “lurkers” or non-participants of commentary engagement, nine 
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percent of occupational participants, and one percent of users representing an active 

contributor to commentary, like, share, or engagement activity (van Mierlo, 2014; 

Nielsen, 2006).  

Despite only 1% of users being active engagers in online discourse, this was a 

feature of the sample set rather than a flaw. Comment section discourse is a contained 

space that captures behavioral expression rather than general public opinion. It 

provides a complex arena for discursive interaction, allowing researchers to examine 

how individuals construct arguments, circulate misinformation, develop narratives, 

respond to framing cues, employ rhetorical strategies to evoke emotion, and challenge 

or reinforce one another within digital environments. This dynamic of interaction is 

essential to understanding political communication in digital environments (van Mierlo, 

2014). 

In the pursuit of this study which examined opinion research, public opinion is 

often viewed as an individual attribute, whereas this study focuses on how online 

commentary provides a lens into how opinions function socially. These spaces reveal 

how individuals perform political identity among peers through the use of memes, the 

signaling of party loyalty, the establishment of political or cultural norms, and the 

performance of in-group expectations, including forms of punishment for defiance 

(Forestal, 2023). Much of public opinion research seeks to discover what people think 

about an issue. Political communication in digital arenas seeks to understand what 

frames people adopt, emotional resonation, dominate interpretations, and how 

narratives spread, which is really to study the contours of political meaning-making.  
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While comment section discourse is not a representation of broader public 

opinion, it holds value in understanding discursive patterns, narrative structures, and 

platform specific political behaviors in political communication (Velasquez, 2019). The 

analysis of online comment section discourse examined the behavior of how people 

talk, argue, and express identity. This did not undermine the study, but established its 

scope. 

Political Communication Theory and User Engagement 

Visual political communication theory is a fitting framework for this study as it 

helps anticipate differences in engagement across Facebook and Instagram, the two 

social media platforms used in the sample selection. The theory helps make the 

emphasis that visuals are not mere illustrations of political content, they actively shape 

the structure of interpretation through eliciting emotions and engaging users in social 

interaction (Fahmy, Bock, & Wanta, 2014). Each platform contains its own visual 

grammar, which conditions how imagery is encountered, interpreted, and discussed 

within its communicative environment. Facebook uses a text and image preview, 

offering a visual of contextual context for the user. Instagram, however, uses an image-

forward preview, treating the image as the primary source for message interpretation. 

Facebook follows more of a heterogeneous network that has built itself into being a 

space for expressing disagreement and argumentation. By contrast, Instagram has 

focused on curating an aesthetic-based culture that aligns with affirming personas. 
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Analytical Approach for Comparing Comment Responses to Identical vs. Different 

Visual Presentations  

To meaningfully compare comment discourse, images across different news 

outlets are that in nature either identical or different in image presentation, the study 

used a comparative multimodal model. Using a matched pair comparison design, posts 

using the same image in the same representational model were treated as matched 

cases. Visuals with differences in image variation were compared by event identity and 

caption similarity. This scheme functioned as a method to compare different images 

meaningfully. The image-coding scheme captured emotional valence, proximity of 

subject, subject representation, action vs static imagery, symbolic cues, color and 

lighting, and compositional features (Sánchez Villegas, Preoțiuc‑Pietro, & Aletras, 

2024). This allowed the researcher to capture interpretive cues embedded in political 

images that were both identical or differing in variation. 

Research Questions 

The research specifically aimed to answer the following research questions:  

RQ1: How do comments in comments sections of news sources on social media 

vary per news outlet in reaction to selected images?  

RQ2: How do comments in comments sections vary per social media outlets 

(Facebook and Instagram) in reaction to selected images? 

RQ3: Is the perceived political affiliation of a news outlet reflected in the 

comments sections of its social media posts? 
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RQ4: Do the images of the same news event differ per news outlet as shown on 

social media? 

RQ5: Do audience reactions differ to identical images within comment sections of 

differing news outlets? 

RQ6: What frames are found most often within the comments sections of news 

outlets’ Facebook and Instagram pages of images of Donald Trump? 

Coding and Frames 

The frames selected for this study were developed through a deliberate process 

that combined guidance from the literature with patterns identified during an initial 

review of the data. Each frame is grounded in prior scholarship that has examined how 

audience discourse takes shape in political contexts. For example, the frames for 

Support and Criticism of President Trump are adapted from Carroll and Freeman’s 

(2016) analysis of stance-taking in online news comment sections. As underscored, the 

frame was altered from “opposition” of Trump to “criticism” of Trump. The Scandal frame 

follows Bruce’s (2018) conceptualization of political scandal as involving threat, 

antagonism, or the positioning of a figure as a social pariah. Victory and Failure were 

informed by Sajuria and Fábrega’s (2016) work on polarity in political discourse, while 

Legalese draws from Bennett’s (2016) and Downs’s (1972) studies of legal framing and 

public attention to judicial processes. Finally, the Political Identity frame is adapted from 

Siles and Tristán-Jiménez’s (2021) and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) research into “us 

versus them” dynamics in political communication. 
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 These frames were not only drawn from theory, but were also confirmed as 

relevant to the present research through the data. The study revealed frequent use of 

language tied to partisan alignment, legal terminology, polarized electoral language, and 

identity-based positioning, all of which aligned with the studied frames. While the coding 

scheme is theory-driven, it was intentionally designed to be flexible, recognizing that 

qualitative content analysis is a repetitive process. During full dataset coding, if a frame 

was found to be too broad or too narrow, its operational definition was refined to capture 

the data more accurately, as one frame was changed from “opposition” to “criticism” 

allowing the researcher to capture data more efficiently. 

The emergence of new, unanticipated patterns, did not present in the coding and did 

not require additional categories to incorporate these in the study. All refinements to the 

coding scheme were documented in a reflexive journal to ensure transparency, and 

peer debriefing was used to review and confirm that any modifications enhance clarity, 

reliability, and alignment with the study’s theoretical foundations.  

Beyond informing the development of the coding categories, framing also guided 

several aspects of the study’s research design. Framing informed several aspects of the 

study. First, visual framing guided the selection of the political images examined in the 

research. Next, framing informed the development of the coding categories used to 

analyze audience comments, as the coding sought to identify recurring interpretive 

patterns in audience responses to the political images. Finally, framing informed the 

interpretation of the findings by guiding the researcher’s examination of how audiences 
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interpreted political images and constructed meaning through their responses in the 

comment sections.  

Following each of our independent coding, the intercoder and the primary researcher 

reviewed incongruities collaboratively, resolving differences through discussion and 

reassessing the data. This approach ensured the analysis remained responsive to the 

data while retaining a strong grounding in the existing scholarship.  

Frames for the study included the following, and were adopted for this examination 

from those referenced below, which all in some way shared similarities to this study:  

• Supporting Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016) 
• Opposing Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016) *later adapted to reflect presence 

of language critical of Trump  
• Victory (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016) 
• Failure (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016) 
• Scandal (Bruce, 2018) 
• Legalese (Bennett, 2016)  
• Political Identity (Siles and Tristan-Jimenez, 2021) 

 
Seven distinctive frames were determined and operationalized in the following ways: 

 

• Support of or Criticism of President Trump: This frame identifies whether a 

comment expresses explicit or implicit support for, or criticism of, Donald Trump. 

Carroll and Freeman (2016) conducted a content analysis of online news 

comments, coding for support or opposition toward public figures, providing a 

precedent for operationalizing stance in political discourse. This frame aligns 

with framing theory (Entman, 1993) by capturing the interpretive lens through 

which audiences view the subject, as well as with the hostile media 

effect (Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985), which theorizes partisans perceive media 
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as biased against their side. Applying this frame helps answer RQ1 and RQ5 by 

revealing differences in stance across outlets, RQ2 by identifying platform-

specific variations, RQ3 by linking stance to perceived political affiliation of the 

outlet, and RQ6 by examining the prevalence of supportive versus oppositional 

discourse around Trump. While this frame was found often, its language was 

altered to better encapsulate the data found. The “Opposition of President 

Trump” frame was edited to include comments that were critical of the 

president. This is an important distinction, and served the study well. 

• Scandal: The scandal frame captures comments that describe the subject or 

event as involving wrongdoing, threat, antagonism, or social exclusion. Bruce 

(2018) conceptualizes scandal as the presence of a “threat” or “antagonistic” 

figure and the framing of a “social pariah” (p. 53). This frame intersects 

with moral panic theory (Cohen, 2011) and political communication research 

on scandal construction (Thompson, 2000). Scandal framing is useful 

for RQ1, RQ3, and RQ5 in identifying outlet differences in audience scandal 

narratives, and for RQ6 in determining whether scandal discourse is a dominant 

response to Trump’s imagery. 

• Victory or Failure: Victory or failure frames categorize comments expressing 

triumph or defeat regarding Trump’s political standing or electoral prospects. 

Preliminary research for this study found polarized expressions of victory (“Trump 

will win”) or defeat, (“Trump is a loser”) consistent with Sajuria and Fabrega’s 

(2016) definition of polarization as positive or negative dimensions of political 

discourse. This frame connects to framing theory and partisan selective 
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exposure (Stroud, 2008), highlighting how audiences align their interpretations 

with political preferences. It addresses RQ1, RQ2, RQ3, and RQ6 by capturing 

the polarized reactions that often define election-related online discourse. 

• Legalese: Legalese framing identifies comments that reference legal terms or 

concepts, including “law,” “criminal,” “prison,” “innocent,” and “guilty.” This is 

especially relevant to the study period, which includes Trump’s federal 

indictments. The frame draws from framing theory and the issue-attention 

cycle (Downs, 1972), as legal events attract concentrated media and public 

focus. Bennett’s (2016) work on legal framing in political coverage underscores 

the salience of law-related language in shaping public perceptions. This frame 

informs RQ1, RQ3, RQ5, and RQ6 by showing how legal discourse emerges in 

response to visual political content. 

• Political Identity: Political identity frames capture comments that explicitly or 

implicitly position the commenter within an “us” versus “them” framework. Siles 

and Tristán-Jiménez (2021) found that online political talk often reveals 

underlying social relations, making visible perceived group boundaries. This 

aligns with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which explains how 

individuals derive meaning from group affiliation, and framing theory, which 

shapes the lens through which political identity is expressed. Political identity 

framing helps answer RQ1, RQ3, and RQ5 by comparing partisan discourse 

across outlets, RQ2 by noting platform-specific patterns, and RQ6 by mapping 

how group-based narratives appear in Trump-related imagery. 
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It is imperative to address how bias introduced by social media algorithms, as well 

as platform-specific comment policies, were considered in this study. Algorithms on 

Facebook and Instagram are influenced by relevance deemed by the platform, goals of 

the platform, (example: keeping users online for as long as possible) and user interests 

and past engagements on social media. Policies present in commenting on Facebook 

and Instagram that had potential to impact selection included user-control filtering, for 

example, blocking specific accounts, muting words, Instagram’s hiding of what it deems 

offensive comments, including the moderation of and removal of these comments, and 

downranking certain comments (Gillespie, 2018). These platform-specific characteristics 

of both social media sites were considered throughout the study. This consideration was 

used to interpret findings, while acknowledging observed differences in Facebook and 

Instagram can be influenced by audience engagement as well as the platforms’ 

algorithms and moderation practices in the comment sections. 

Although Facebook and Instagram are both social media platforms used to 

communicate through political images, the platforms differ in how audiences engage 

with the imagery shown. Instagram is an image-centered platform. Images are the main 

focus for audience attention and engagement. Though Facebook also relies on imagery, 

these images are often accompanied by news stories, links, and longer comment 

discussion than is observed in Instagram comment sections. These differences are 

important for the study, as they influence how audiences will encounter political images 

and how they will engage with them. Using McLuhan’s theory, the social media platform 

itself influences the audience experience and how they receive political images. Also, 

visual framing suggests identical images may be interpreted differently depending on 
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the platform on which the images are viewed. Social media engagement theory 

recognizes audiences as active participants who construct meaning through their 

activity in the comment sections. An examination of Facebook and Instagram allows the 

study to assess how different social media platforms influence audience responses to 

identical political images. 

Like many American citizens and most academics, the researcher has opinions of 

her own related to President Trump and the Republican and Democratic parties. She 

did, however, also understand the critical nature of maintaining neutrality in this study. 

Her commitment to this was sound and she did so fervently in order to contribute 

unbiased data to the body of research this study sought to offer through a focus on 

objective data collection, analysis, and reporting through thorough methodology. Given 

the polarizing nature of President Donald Trump within public and social media 

discourse, the researcher acknowledged she holds personal views that could influence 

the interpretation of social media comment data in this study. To mitigate this potential 

bias, a structured, literature-based coding framework to guide analysis and reduce 

subjective interpretation was employed. The researcher maintained a reflexive journal 

throughout the research process to both monitor and document instances where 

personal feelings arose, ensuring ongoing self-awareness and taking breaks as 

necessary when these feelings did surface. Additionally, peer debriefing was used to 

cross-check coded data, which provided alternative perspectives and enhanced 

credibility of the study. By employing these practices, the aim was accomplished to 

ensure findings accurately reflected patterns and dynamics within the data, not personal 

predispositions, thereby strengthening both validity and trustworthiness of the research.  
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The multimodal coding scheme provided organization and analytical structure for 

the study’s findings. The coded frames identified patterns, built explanatory 

comparisons, and informed the final conceptual narrative about visual political discourse 

found on Facebook and Instagram.  

In this study, framing is operationalized as the interpretive patterns through which 

commenters constructed meaning in response to viewing political imagery. In the 

research, framing was not exclusively examined as a measurable pattern, but also as a 

process of meaning construction within both social media platforms studied. 

Data Collection 

 Data for this study were collected from the official Facebook and Instagram 

accounts of two major newspapers (The New York Times and Washington Post) and 

four major cable or broadcast networks (ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, and Fox 

News). The focus of this data collection was on comments made by social media 

audiences, responding to news images of Donald Trump posted by the aforementioned 

sources to their respective social media platforms. The final sample captured 5,284 

comments across Facebook and Instagram, with 2,749 comments analyzed from 

Facebook and 2,535 from Instagram, a nearly equal distribution, though a number of 

comments were eliminated, as to be discussed.  
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Figure 3 Total Comments by Frame and Social Network 

 

 The first 100 comments per each news outlet with comments available on both 

platforms were sampled and prepared for coding. For Instagram, images’ comments to 

be coded were identified using the Instagram website, as well as the application for 

iPhone. Images were saved to Instagram and its accompanying comments were 

catalogued in a folder created by the researcher. Facebook followed a similar process, 

as most sampled images and comments were found through Facebook.com which 

provides a useful filter and sorting tool on each news sites’ pages. Dates the images 

were posted to Facebook were filtered in order to find an image representing the news 

story sampled about Trump. While this tool was useful, it was confusing Instagram did 

not have a similar way of quickly locating or sorting posts the way its fellow Meta social 

networking site does. Instagram’s comments from the first 24 hours of a post appeared 

at the top of comments results, so no special sorting was necessary in order to capture 

comments for each image sampled. Facebook had a useful tool for comment capturing: 

sorting post comments by relevancy, which, as this research has already established, 

would show the first comments made within 24 hours of the image and post appearing 

on the site, as the earliest comments are, indeed, the most relevant, according to the 

literature (cited above).  
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 Comments collected from the first 24 hours the posts were available were 

manually coded based upon the tone or valence they carried, labeled one through eight, 

eight meaning the comment did not fit a specific frame found in one through seven, or 

any patterned frames that may have emerged during data collection. The comment was 

assigned 99 for elimination from the sample if it contained emojis or gifs without 

accompanying words, replies to original comments, tagging other social media users 

without further commenting, and unintelligible words or sentences.  

 Comments collected were organized in an Excel spreadsheet in order to conduct 

the qualitative analysis. For each sample, the following were labeled: comment number, 

image reference number and title, news source, social networking site (SNS), comment 

frame, and any necessary notes for the sample. The dataset functioned as a shared 

body of data for both the primary researcher and the intercoder used for the analysis of 

the collected data. The intercoder is familiar with scholarly, communication research in 

an academic setting. She was trained using the code sheet (see below, Figure 3.1) and 

independently determined frames for the data. Of note, the use of an intercoder for this 

study was to support and enhance analytics and methodological rigor, along with the 

findings’ credibility. The use of an intercoder was ultimately executed as means of 

strengthening the study in the ways outlined, rather than to claim statistical 

generalizability.  
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Figure 3.1 Code Sheet 

 
 
News Sources 

Curran and Seaton (2003) remarked, “Comments on news sites affiliated with 

major news channels have the potential to be highly visible since these sites are among 

the most popular sites in each market” (as cited in Nagar, 2011, p.1). The researcher 

determined six news sources for comparison in the analysis: two major newspapers 

(The New York Times and Washington Post) and four major cable or broadcast 

networks (ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, and Fox News).  

 

The New York Times 
The New York Times, first founded and published in 1851, continues to be published in 

New York City and produces a print version daily. The winner of over 112 Pulitzer 

Prizes, more than any other newspaper or news organization (Roper Center for Public 

Opinion Research, n.d.), it also is popular for its newspaper website version and does 

post to both Instagram and Facebook multiple times daily. It has long been referred to 

as the “newspaper of record in the United States” though never the largest in terms of 

circulation (Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, n.d.). 

Statistics about The New York Times include: 
• It is the second-largest daily newspaper, by print circulation (Statista, 2023) 
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• The leading global English-language news website visited in the United States in 
2024, it is the most popular newspaper for digital news (Statista, 2025) 

• A survey revealed more than 40 percent of Republicans reported not trusting The 
New York Times, whereas The NYT is one of the most trusted news sources 
among Democrats (Watson, 2024) 

• The New York Times continued to show growth in its audience throughout 2025, 
ending the year with approximately 12.78 million subscribers. This figure is 
contributed to the growth of the paper last year, which ended 2025 with an 
additional 1.4 million subscribers (Guaglione & Davies, 2026). 

• Owned by The New York Times Company (SEC, 2024), a publicly-traded 
company under the New York Stock Exchange symbol NYT  

 
The Washington Post 
The Washington Post, founded in Washington, D.C., the epicenter for politics and 

political news, there is much to be studied regarding this news source’s coverage of 

President Donald Trump, and the comments within its digital viewership. It was founded 

in 1877, demonstrating durability in a competitive industry.  

Statistics about The Washington Post include: 
• Credibility: In a survey conducted by Watson (2022), 48 percent of respondents 

reported they believed The Post to be very or somewhat credible (Statista) 
• Most popular among Millennials than other daily newspapers (Statista, 2024) 
• TikTok is more popular among readers of this publication than the average daily 

newspaper reader 
• “The Washington Post’s average paid daily circulation has dropped below 

100,000 for the first time in 55 years” (Meek,2025)  
• Ownership: Jeff Bezos has full, private ownership  
 

Recent developments (2025) in the relationship between Jeff Bezos and President 

Trump illustrate the potential influence of media ownership on editorial decision-making 

in high-profile news organizations. Once marked by public antagonism, the relationship 

between the two has, according to recent reporting, shifted toward a more pragmatic 

engagement. In mid-2025, Bezos held direct conversations with President Trump, 

coinciding with Blue Origin’s pursuit of additional federal contracts (Reuters, 2025). This 

reunion was further highlighted by a publicly acknowledged dinner between Bezos and 
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Trump, which took place during the same week that The Washington Post announced 

significant changes to its Opinions section (The Guardian, 2025). While causation 

cannot be established, the proximity of these events has prompted scholarly and 

journalistic speculation about the alignment of personal, political, and corporate 

interests in shaping editorial policy. CNBC (2025) reported Bezos was “seated on the 

platform near Cabinet officials and elected leaders” at Trump’s 2025 inauguration 

(Leswing). 

The editorial changes in question involved Bezos’s directive that the Opinions 

section “write every day in support and defense of two pillars: personal liberties and free 

markets,” with opposing viewpoints to be “published by others” (PBS NewsHour, 2025). 

This shift prompted the resignation of the Opinions editor and raised concerns among 

staff and media ethicists about the narrowing of ideological diversity in the paper’s 

opinion content (Business Insider, 2025; The Guardian, 2025). In addition, Bezos had 

previously ended the paper’s long-standing practice of issuing presidential 

endorsements, including blocking an endorsement reportedly prepared in favor of 

Kamala Harris in the 2024 election (CBS News, 2024). While Bezos has defended 

these interventions as principled efforts to reduce perceptions of bias and ensure 

alignment with the paper’s values, critics contend that such top-down directives risk 

producing a chilling effect on dissenting perspectives and limiting the scope of debate 

(Poynter, 2025). In February 2026, Bezos reduced the work force at The Washington 

Post by “30 percent with layoffs that cut into The Post’s local, international, and sports 

coverage” (The New York Times, 2026). 
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These developments align with existing scholarship on the interplay between 

ownership structures and editorial independence. As McChesney (2004) and Baker 

(2007) have argued, concentrated media ownership can introduce subtle and overt 

pressures on content, whether through economic self-interest, political alignment, or 

reputational considerations. In the case of The Washington Post, the temporal 

convergence of Bezos’s personal outreach to the president, high-level editorial 

restructuring, and narrowing of permissible opinion content raises questions central to 

media framing theory and political communication research, specifically, how the 

priorities of ownership can influence the framing and boundaries of political discourse 

disseminated to the public. 

ABC News 

Ranking only behind The Weather Channel and PBS, ABC News is the most-trusted 

broadcast news media organization among Americans (Statista, 2023), though it 

advertises as “America’s number one news source.” This source is of particular interest 

to the study, as it was involved in a lawsuit with President Trump, settled in December 

2024, as reported by The New York Times, though the president continues to clash with 

reporters from the network in late 2025. 

Statistics about ABC News include: 

• Founded: 1948 

• Ownership: Parent company, Disney General Entertainment Content, publicly 

traded on the New York Stock Exchange 
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• During the week of January 26, 2026, ABC World News Tonight averaged 

around 9.24 million total viewers, with approximately 1.18 million adults, ages 25-

54 (Katz, 2026) 

• As of February 19, 2026, ABC News had approximately 21,250,392 likes on 

Facebook (ABC News, 2026) 

• ABC News had about 5.5 million followers on Instagram, as of February 19, 2026 

CBS News  

CBS News’s television debut came along in 1941. A former CBS News correspondent 

accused the network of liberal bias in a tell-all book published in 2001 (Goldberg). While 

the network has been involved in a number of scandals, none are publicly 

acknowledged as related to President Trump. 

 Most recently, CBS’s parent company, Paramount Global, was involved in a 

lawsuit with Donald Trump which settled an out-of-court agreement in July 2025 over 

the dispute that the October 6, 2024 “60 Minutes” interview with Kamala Harris was 

“deceptively” edited to paint Harris in a more favorable light in comparison to her 2024 

presidential running mate Trump just one month before the presidential election (NPR, 

2025). Paramount disputed the claim, arguing that they upheld standard journalist 

practices, but elected to settle the $16 million payment to avoid prolonged legal battles. 

However, some journalists speculate Trump pushed a larger conservative political 

agenda in a “pay-to-play” lawsuit strategy during Paramount’s new ownership merger 

with media conglomerate Skydance Media (led by David Ellison). The settlement has 

been critiqued as a bribery tactic using the Federal Communications Commission’s 

(FCC) approval in Skydance’s eight billion dollar bid for Paramount, as Trump’s 
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administration held significant influence in the commission (Bennett & Norris, 2025). A 

political move that leverages presidential and regulatory power to impact CBS's editorial 

coverage. With the lawsuit settled and the media merger approved, Skydance continued 

making conservative approved changes, like the cancellation of “The Late Show with 

Stephen Colbert” and hiring Bari Weiss to CBS News, a conservative commentator, as 

editor in chief. 

Statistics about CBS News include: 

• Ownership: Paramount Global, publicly traded, listed on the Nasdaq as PARAA  

(Class A stock) and PARA (Class B stock) 

• 61 percent of respondents said CBS News was very or somewhat credible 

(Statista, 2022). 

• In the second quarter of 2024, CBS.com was the second most popular news  

website in the United States, after Yahoo! (Statista).  

• The week of January 26, 2026, CBS Evening News averaged about 4.6 million 

total viewers, with approximately 623,000 adults, ages 25-54 (Katz, 2026) 

• As of February 19, 2026, CBS News had about 10 million followers on Facebook 

(CBS News, 2026) 

• CBS News had about 2.9 million followers on Instagram, as of February 19, 2026 

 

NBC News 

NBC is the oldest American broadcasting network, formed in 1926. Its successful news  

division was formed in 1940. “A survey held in February 2022 revealed that 25 percent 

of American voters viewed NBC as a very credible source of news and information, 
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while an additional 35 percent found the network to be somewhat credible. Conversely, 

around 12 percent of voters had major reservations about the network’s credibility, 

rating it as ‘not at all credible’” (Stoll). 

Statistics about NBC News include: 

• Ownership: Comcast Corporation, publicly traded as CMCSA  

• Oldest broadcast news outlet to be examined in this study  
 

• Headquartered at famed New York City’s 30 Rockefeller Center  
 

• The week of January 26, 2026, NBC Nightly News averaged about 7.15 million 

total viewers, with approximately 1.04 million adults, ages 25-54 (Katz, 2026) 

• As of February 19, 2026, NBC News had about 21,250,392 likes on Facebook 

(NBC News, 2026) 

• NBC News had about 4.5 million followers on Instagram, as of February 19, 2026 

 
 
Fox News 
Fox News is the most popular online news brand in the United States (Statista, 2024). 

Its inclusion is necessary for this study, as Fox News has long been found to be biased 

in favor of President Trump (Kludt, 2018). “A total of 21 percent of respondents to a 

February 2022 survey held in the United States found Fox News to be very credible, 

whereas 25 percent said the opposite. Fox News was among the most divisive news 

sources when it came to perceptions of its credibility rating and respondents' political 

affiliation” (Watson). 

Statistics about Fox News include: 
• Founded: 1996, the most junior of the broadcast networks to be examined 
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• Watson’s survey found as more than 40 percent of Republicans reported not 

trusting The New York Times, over 60 percent of Democrats did not trust Fox 

News (2024) 

• Ownership: Rupert Murdoch through Fox Corporation, publicly traded under 

symbol FOX 

• During the week of January 17, 2026, Fox News averaged about 2.4 million total 

viewers in weekday primetime, with approximately 1.04 million adults, ages 25-

54 (Fox News Channel, 2026) 

• As of February 19, 2026, Fox News had about 32 million likes on Facebook (Fox 

News, 2026) 

• Fox News had about 11.4 million followers on Instagram, as of February 19, 2026 

Social Media Sources 
Two popular social media platforms were chosen for this study with sound 

reason: Facebook and Instagram. Now both owned by Meta and Mark Zuckerberg, both 

were specifically selected for particular reasons related to the study, which made them 

each the most ideal. Many are familiar with the story of a nineteen-year-old Harvard 

University student, Mark Zuckerberg, launching “The Facebook” in 2004 from his dorm 

room. This would eventually become known as only “Facebook” in 2005. The IP 

address was purchased for $200,000, (Phillips, 2006) equal to about $320,000 in 2025. 

In 2010, Facebook was the second-most accessed website in America, only behind 

Google.com (Nielsen, 2011). 

The increase in the number of internet users world-wide from Facebook’s 

formation to modern day is staggering. In 2005, there were just over one billion users on 

the internet globally. By 2024, that figure has increased to over 5.5 billion users, 
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considering 68 percent of internet users in the world (Petrosyan, 2024). Though more 

than 4.7 billion people worldwide are on one social networking platform or another, most 

of them are found on Facebook, making it an ideal platform for this study (Shvartsman, 

2024). Researching the platform where the most consumers and commenters are found 

is ideal.   

Facebook purchased Instagram in 2012 for one billion dollars (Rusli, 2012). Of 

the purchase, Zuckerberg said the following: “For years, we’ve focused on building the 

best experience for sharing photos with your friends and family. Now, we’ll be able to 

work even more closely with the Instagram team to also offer the best experiences for 

sharing beautiful mobile photos with people based on your interests” (Rusli).  

In 2021, Meta Platforms, Inc. i.e., Meta, replaced the company’s Facebook Inc.’s 

company name. The platforms Meta owns, including Instagram, still maintain their 

original names. Meta is now the name of Facebook and Instagram’s parent company 

(Dwoskin, 2021). Facebook and Meta’s relation can easily be seen through Instagram, 

and Instagram’s influence on Facebook, as well. Tools to share photos, videos, 

“stories,” messaging, and other features between platforms is readily available and 

promoted on both social networking sites. “Meta Platforms owns four of the biggest 

social media platforms, all with more than one billion monthly active users each: 

Facebook (core platform), WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, and Instagram” (Dixon, 

2024). 

 
Why Facebook and Instagram? 

Of these platforms, Facebook and Instagram, chosen for their popularity and 

prevalent use of images for this study, are in the top three most visited social networks 
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worldwide. As of April 2024, Facebook had over three million monthly active users, with 

Instagram slightly behind with two million monthly active users (Dixon, 2024). As this 

study gathered information from active users commenting on news posts on each 

platform, it was important social networking sites chosen not only have subscribers, but 

a high number of active users. With a large number of social media platforms and apps, 

these sites were chosen specifically. Consideration for this study was given to all social 

media sites, yet Facebook and Instagram were chosen as they are more image-centric 

than other social networking sites, like X, (formerly Twitter) which was more appropriate 

for the purposes of this study, examining images.  

Statistics on Facebook: 
• 56.8% of Facebook’s audience is male and 43.2% is female (Connell, 

2025) 
• 31% of Facebook users are 25-34 years old, making this the largest age 

group (Connell, 2025) 
• The average user spends 19 hours, 47 minutes on Facebook each month 

(Connell, 2025) 

Statistics on Instagram: 
Instagram, while behind Facebook in number of users, is ranked as users’  

 
favorite social networking site on the Internet. Its image-centric platform is integral to  
 
this study, as news images are the basis of this research. 
 

• The largest group of U.S. Instagram users, 28.3 percent are aged between 25  
 
and 34 years old (Dixon, 2025) 
 

• 26.5 percent of American Instagram users are 18 to 24 years old (Dixon, 2025) 
 

• Users aged 35 to 44 years make up 19.4 percent of users (Dixon, 2025) 
 

• 50.6% of Instagram’s audience is male, while 49.4% is female (Connell, 2025) 
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Figure 3.2 “Various Social Media Applications on the Internet-A General List” (Gupta, 
Jogdand, and Kumar, 2022) 

 

Meta’s Political Involvement 
As reported in The New York Times (2018), Cambridge Analytica, a voter-

profiling company, “harvested private information from the Facebook profiles of more 

than 50 million users without their permission, according to former Cambridge 

employees, associates, and documents, making it one of the largest data leaks in the 

social network’s history. The breach allowed the company to exploit the private social 

media activity of a huge swath of the American electorate, developing techniques that 

underpinned its work on President Trump’s campaign in 2016.” Bergengruen and 

Perrigo (2021) with Time reported billions of Facebook pages promoting misinformation 

related to the presidential election in 2020 could have been prevented by Facebook, yet 

the social networking site waited until October of 2020 to adjust its algorithm from 

promoting false and toxic content. According to Pew, 77 percent of Americans have 

“little or no trust in leaders of social media companies to publicly admit mistakes and 

take responsibility for data misuse” (2023). 

Zuckerberg’s platforms under Meta, i.e., Facebook and Instagram, are also  
 

worthy of in-depth study, as the relationship their owner has recently developed with the  

 
Type Of Social Media Apps 

Examples 

Social Networking Sites Facebook, Instagram, Twitter (X), Snapchat 

Messengers Facebook Messenger, Whatsapp, Viber, iMessage 

Media Sharing Apps Whatsapp, Snapchat, Instagram, Youtube, Tiktok 

Blogging Platforms Wordpress, Wikipedia 

Fitness & Lifestyle Apps Fitbit 

Discussion Forums Reddit, Twitter (X) 
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president makes this of even greater interest. According to a report in The LA Times,  

 

“Zuckerberg and other tech leaders have gone out of their way to position themselves in  

 

the president’s good graces, knowing he could help or hinder them in the race to  
 

develop artificial intelligence technologies” (Wong, 2025). A long-time critic of President  

 

Trump, Zuckerberg dined with Trump at his Mar-a-Lago estate in November of 2024  

 

and later donated one million dollars to support the president’s inauguration (Isaac and  
 

Schleifer, 2025).  

 

Additionally, in January 2025 Mark Zuckerberg in a video (Zuckerberg, 2025) and 

text (Zuckerberg, 2025) announcement shared that Meta’s Facebook would be ending 

its third-party fact-checking program specifically in the United States to identify 

misinformation in favor of a user-driven program called “Community Notes,” a move that 

allows users to add self-reported misinformation notes to posts. An enforcement shift 

that experts warn would increase misinformation. The program previously used a group 

of moderators that flagged posts for truthfulness and accuracy; with the applied label, a 

post would be pushed lower in a user’s feed as the post held inaccurate information 

(Hendrix, 2025). The fact-checking shift came after the 2025 inauguration of President 

Trump. A move in which journalists criticize Meta “bending at the knee to Trump” 

(Rodriguez, 2025) after Trump openly threatened Zuckerberg with “life in prison” in his 

book Save America (Trump, 2024) and a $25 million First Amendment censorship 

lawsuit filed in 2021, settled in January 2025 (Allyn, 2025). 
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Comment Sections and Sampling 
For every image, the corresponding news source and social media platform using 

the image was evaluated. For example, Figure 3.7 depicts Trump’s assassination 

attempt in July 2014. This image has an equivalent news story featured in the following 

sampled news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox 

News) and are social media news posts to both Facebook and Instagram on their 

corresponding news sources’ pages. This study utilized a time-based sample of the 

comments beneath 10 social media posts that depict the same or similar image, (five 

sources on two platforms). The sampling included the first 100 comments made within 

24 hours of the posts’ published date on Instagram or Facebook. Each comment was 

examined for its language, then coded for theme including: (Supporting Trump (Carroll 

and Freeman, 2016); Criticizing Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016); Victory (Sajuria 

and Fabrega, 2016); Failure (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016); Scandal (Bruce, 2018); 

Legalese (Bennett, 2016); or Political Identity (Siles and Tristan-Jimenez, 2021). The 

threshold for each news post was 100 comments within the first day of the posts’ 

publish date.  A news post with more than 100 comments within 24 hours were included 

in the sampling and coded. Saturation was reached at 100 comments within each 

sample, thus any comments after the first 100 comments within 24 hours of the news 

post publish date were excluded from this sample. 

Based upon prior research demonstrating the majority of social media engagement 

and framing occurs within the first 24–48 hours of a post (González-Bailón et al., 2013; 

Lehmann et al., 2012), and considering that comment sections often shift off-topic over 

time (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013), this study limited data collection to the first day 

following each post. A time-based, or also known as time-interval sampling, examines 
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comments as data within a fixed window of time (24 hours) (Highfield, & Leaver, 2016). 

It does not examine the volume of commenters in total or use a random selection 

method. This was an intentional selection of data from a specific segment in a given 

timeline, which is common practice in purposive sampling strategies often used in social 

media research (Sloan, & Quan-Haase, 2017; Luker, 2008). This method was the best 

suited option due to the following limitations: examining all comments, curated 

algorithms limit the ability to use random-selection since the algorithm is non-random, 

conversational influence that shape a frame of the comment section from the first 

published comments, and immediate reaction of commenters. 

This approach ensured the analysis captured comments most applicable to the 

research questions by reaching a saturation point within the comment conversation, 

aligning with framing analysis to ensure data relevance. A time-based purposive sample 

method for this social media research allowed researchers to still: examine large 

datasets, access early activity within a news post for immediate reactions, collect 

conversation shifts, and be able to look at inherently non-random datasets. 

This study focused particularly on comments, in lieu of other forms of engagement, 

that may include shares, likes, reposts, or content created by the user. “User-generated 

content (UGC) represents an ever-increasing proportion of media content where users 

evaluate, disseminate and comment on news” (Bruns, 2005; Hermida and Thurman, 

2008). Kubin et al. found in 2024, “More than 70% of studies related to comments and 

news examined traditional digital news. In contrast, less than 20% of studies examined 

news-related user comments on social media” as this study seeks to accomplish.  
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Comments are uniquely valuable to this study and how audiences interpret political 

images. In a study conducted by Anderson et al. (2014), they found effects one cannot 

interpret through other social media engagement and that exposure to uncivil user 

comments can polarize perceptions. In Reading the Comments, Reagle (2016) 

discusses “Conversations on the internet can tell us much about human nature and 

social behavior” (MIT Press). Reagle also addresses incivility in their work, writing 

“results suggest conservative media may insight greater incivility in user comments.” 

This is an interesting parallel, and worth noting if this study generated similar results or 

not. “These results indicate societal differences may be a key factor for understanding 

the incivility of comments—but more research is needed to explore these differences,” 

explains Reagle. Other forms of user-generated content engagement don’t capture 

frames or narrative from text the way social media comments do. Audience comments 

illuminate meaning-making in a way that is impossible for other forms of engagement, 

such as reposts, shares, and likes. Comments also reveal the kind of engagement 

occurring beneath a post without the ambiguity of a like or share count (Ksiazek, Peer, 

and Lessard, 2016). 

Images of President Trump  
Six images of President Trump were chosen beginning with his federal indictments, 

through his 2024 presidential campaign, and his presidential election to a second term. 

The six images chosen were the ones with the highest number of reactions on 

Facebook and Instagram. These images are the following: 
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1. Courtroom sketch of President Trump, April 2024 *Eliminated from 
sample 

 
Figure 3.3 Sketch of Trump in his first criminal trial depicted in the Washington Post 

(Blake, 2024) 
 

 
Figure 3.4 Sketch of Trump in his first criminal trial depicted in NBC News 

(Nicholas, 2024) 

 
 

2. President Trump’s mug shot in Georgia, August 2023 

 

Figure 3.5 Georgia Fulton County Jail Mug shot in The New York Times (Fausset and 
Haberman, 2023) 
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3. President Trump’s official inaugural portrait, January 2025 

 

 Figure 3.6 President Donald J. Trump’s official Inauguration photo in The New York 
Times (McCreesh, 2025) 

 
 

4. Photograph following the assassination attempt on President Trump, 
July 2024 

 

Figure 3.7 Photograph featured on NBC News following Trump’s assassination attempt 
in Pennsylvania (Burns, Taylor, Lebowitz, Atkins, Winter, and Dienst, 2024) 
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5. President Trump as Time Magazine’s Person of the Year, December 
2024 

 
 
Figure 3.8 Photograph featured in a Washington Post story (Kim and Roy, 
2024) 

 

6. President Trump’s photo taken during his 2025 inauguration, January 
2025 

 

Figure 3.9 Photograph featured in ABC News of President Trump during swearing-in 
(Hutchinson, 2025) 

 
 When the researcher first set out to execute this study, together with her advisor, 

she determined all photos captured would be reflective of President Trump’s legal woes 

and courtroom appearances. This also provided a safeguard, should Trump choose not 

to run for office in 2024, or not be allowed to do so by intervening entities, due to the 

serious allegations the then-former president faced in court. That, however, was not the 
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case, as history now demonstrates. When it became clear Trump was undoubtedly 

running for a second term, the lens of the study shifted to include recognizable images 

from not only Trump’s court appearances, but also those featured during his 2024 

campaign and resulting election to a second term.  

The images selected for this study are iconic and recognizable. As this study 

illuminates, images tell a story in a way words cannot. New sources often rely on images 

included with their stories to form full narratives. While most news coverage of men or 

women running for election or re-election for President of the United States are focused 

only on, and therefore, photographed solely on, a campaign trail, it is important to 

underscore the path to the White House President Trump took in 2024. While the 

researcher did intend to include Trump depicted in courtroom sketches from his criminal 

trial in April 2024, this sample was ultimately eliminated due to a lack of data. 

Curiously, only ABC News contributed these images to social media, on both Facebook 

and Instagram. The remaining five news sources did not post on social media regarding 

the trial or courtroom sketches. With only one sample of comments for each social 

networking site, it was determined there was insufficient data to include this within the 

sample. That ABC, and only ABC, contributed this image to social media presents 

possible implications surrounding this and provides interesting material for analysis.  

Figure 3.5, an official mug shot of the president, also relates to Trump’s legal issues, 

but the image does not vary per sampled news outlets. The comments did, however, 

vary widely per source. Many even compared Figure 3.6, President Trump’s official 

2025 inaugural portrait, to that of the previous image sampled, his mug shot. Of course, 

this narrative is presented a number of ways by the sampled news outlets, and the 
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comments found in data collection related to it are polarized. ABC News correspondent, 

Rachel Scott (2025), wrote this demeanor over time appears “defiant,” while The New 

York Times reported President Trump appears to be “glaring” (McCreesh, 2025). The 

comments sampled echoed these sentiments in some cases, while others labeled the 

president as “triumphant” and other words of similar language, to describe the official 

portrait. These images were selected for these reasons. 

One of the most well-known images sampled is Figure 3.7, the photo taken 

immediately after President Trump was shot in the ear by Thomas Matthew Crooks. 

Crooks used an AR-style rifle when he shot the president, who was campaigning in 

Butler, Pennsylvania, a key battleground state, on July 13, 2024. Just as the sampled 

news outlets used the same picture but covered the story in a variety of ways, sampled 

social media comments varied from every end of the spectrum. For many, this was the 

first attempt on a president’s life they’d witnessed, and for others, the first in 43 years, 

following the attempt on President Reagan in 1981. As social media did not exist in the 

eighties, dialogue from the comments on social media pages following an attempted 

assassination of a president is new territory worthy of in-depth exploration.  

Figure 3.8 depicting President Trump’s feature on the cover of Time Magazine has 

some of the most entertaining corresponding comments left regarding it in the news on 

social media. A less serious topic featured in the image, the comments section 

appeared to be a free-for-all from sampled research. 

Finally, Figure 3.9 portraying President Trump’s swearing in, just as Figures 3.5 and 

3.6, varied per news outlet. All news outlets sampled had slightly differing variations of 
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the same moment. Headlines and sampled comments from social media also ranged 

from words of triumph to outrage at Trump not placing his hand on the Bible.  

These images tend to be the photographs that informed members of the electorate 

were discussing-both in online and offline spaces. The goal was for the sample to be 

reflective of what was top of mind during Donald Trump’s third election campaign and 

the researcher is confident each image does this individually and together as a whole. It 

is imperative to note all images chosen were covered on all news outlets sampled, key 

for the study, and also featured on both Instagram and Facebook pages for each news 

source. As briefly discussed, while some images were identical across sources, others 

were not. 

Data organization 
 

While the researcher was open to different methods of organizing the data 

obtained in the study, methods included use of a spreadsheet and a careful labeling 

system in order to record and assess all data. There were four items recorded: news 

source, social media platform, image, and comment frame. All selected images of 

President Trump, labeled one through five, was recorded chronologically onto a 

spreadsheet for analysis. Beneath these labels, news sources, (The New York Times, 

Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, and Fox News) along with the 

social media platform they were posted to, was also be identified. For every image, 

every one to one hundredth comment made beneath each news sources, on both 

social platforms (Facebook and Instagram), was evaluated for theme (Supporting 

Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016); Critical of Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016); 

Victory (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016); Failure (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016); Scandal 
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(Bruce, 2018); Legalese (Bennett, 2016); or Political Identity (Siles and Tristan-Jimenez, 

2021), labeled one through seven. Replies to comments are eliminated from the 

sample, as the study is examining an audiences’ initial reaction via comment to an 

image, rather than the dialogue taking place within the thread.  

A code guide was also developed. The use of a second coder for collaborative 

coding was employed in order to increase the study’s credibility, test frame clarity, and 

reduce any potential biases. The use of intercoder reliability in the study consistently 

measured coding between researchers (Lombard et al., 2002). This use of a second 

coder aided in confirming findings and interpretations, ensuring someone else 

interpreted the dataset similarly as the primary researcher did. Using the code guide 

and training from the researcher, each eligible comment was re-read and allocated a 

code from the above frames, labeled one through eight, or 99 for elimination, by an 

academic colleague. An effort to reach intercoder reliability of at least .80 Cohen’s 

Kappa value was the researcher’s goal, (Carrol and Freeman, 2016) which was 

achieved at .82. 

This chapter detailed the methodology and procedures used for data collection in 

this study. It should be noted, this dissertation’s reference list was prepared with the 

assistance of AI tools, specifically, ChatGPT- 4 for assistance with proper citation 

formatting. All sources, content, data interpretation, and conclusions within this 

work were independently identified, reviewed, and verified by the author to 

ensure academic integrity and originality. 
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Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study, followed by chapter 5, which offers 

an analysis of the findings, and chapter 6, which draws conclusions and presents a 

discussion of the study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 97 

CHAPTER 4 – FINDINGS 

 

Introduction 

The findings of this study are conveyed descriptively, reflecting observed data 

patterns without inferential interpretation or biased commentary. The data analyzed in 

this chapter is a summarized report of patterns discovered while identifying social media 

frames uncovered in social media news coverage comment sections. Through the use 

of reoccurring language, patterns, topics, and references, comments were categorized 

and sorted into themes. All seven frames used for comment coding (see Chapter 3) 

guided the analysis presented below. 

 

Data Set 

As referenced in chapter three, the findings reported below reflect patterns across all 
coded comments (N = 5,284). 

 

 
Figure 3 Total Comments by Frame and Social Network 

 
Coding Frames:  

• Supporting Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016)  

• Critical of Trump (Carroll and Freeman, 2016)  
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• Victory (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016)  

• Failure (Sajuria and Fabrega, 2016)  

• Scandal (Bruce, 2018)  

• Legalese (Bennett, 2016) 

• Political Identity (Siles and Tristan-Jimenez, 2021)  

Comments were sampled and coded using the procedures outlined in Chapter 3. 

Each of the figures held similar comment counts totals, where some had lower counts 

due to a lack of posted comments. Below provides a detailed account of the data 

collected per news outlet, per theme (as seen above), per image selected for the 

analysis. Findings are discussed within the context of the study’s research questions. 

RQ1 

RQ1: How do comments in comments sections of news sources on social media vary 

per news outlet in reaction to selected images?  

See tables below displaying comment frames per news outlets (1. Supportive of 

Trump; 2. Critical of Trump; 3. Victory; 4. Failure; 5.Scandal; 6. Legalese; 7. Political 

Identity; 8. Other; 99. Eliminated from sample):  

Polarization themes are shown consistently below in Figure 4.1 with some 

audiences responding in an outlet-specific way. This part of the study found Fox News 

commenters diverge from the other news sources, exhibiting a strongly positive reaction 

to news images of Trump. Frame 1 (Supportive of Trump) overwhelmingly dominates 

frame distribution, with Frame 2 representing criticism of Trump, appearing at 

significantly lower levels. For example, though there were fewer critical of Trump on Fox 
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News, commenters did write, for example, posts that read, "Looks like an over the hill 

used car salesman. No one I'd trust. As a lot of folks are finding out with deep regret” 

(Heck, 2025). However, there were significantly more positive comments like these 

reflecting Trump in a positive way: “We finally have a good president beats the he'll [sic] 

out of Joe Biden” (Greer, 2025) and “He means business, yay!” (Gooch, 2025). 

Figure 4 Frames per News Outlet Located for Figure 3.5 Georgia Fulton County Jail 
Mug Shot 

 
 

RQ2  

RQ2: How do comments in comments sections vary per social media outlets 

(Facebook and Instagram) in reaction to selected images? 

Figure 4.2 below depicts the grand total of comments recorded for each site, 

along with the frames assigned to comments, per SNS. Findings show a high 

concentration in Frames 1 and 2, especially on Facebook. On the same platform, Frame 

5 (Scandal) appears prominently, as well. Instagram generated similar results, with an 

exception being a markedly high regularity of Frame 99, which eliminates the comment 

from the sample. This was seen often from Instagram data, due to the use of gifs and 

emojis, without text, as a frequent user comment. Facebook commenters are more 

likely to include accompanying text when using emojis and gifs in their responses to 
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news images. For example, Jiminez (2025) comments on Facebook beneath Trump’s 

inaugural portrait, “Looking much less orange in this photo 🍊” while using an orange 

fruit emoji at the end of the comment, common to find among responses on Facebook.  

Figure 4.1 Findings by Social Networking Sites: Facebook and Instagram 

RQ3 

In addition to the first research question, the variation in audience comments by  
 

news outlet also answers the third research question:  

RQ3: Is the perceived statistical political affiliation of a news outlet reflected in 

the comments section of its social media posts?  

 There is a clear representation of commenting and critiquing Trump based on the 

users’ political affiliations. For example, many users supported Trump in the Fox News 

coverage of the same story versus a larger critique in the ABC, CBS, NBC, New York 

Times, and Washington Post coverage in all five images. This is supported by AllSides 

(2026) Media Bias Ratings shown in the figure below. 
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Figure 4.2 Bias Chart Depicting Political Leanings of News Sources Sampled (AllSides, 

2026) 
 

In Figure 3.5, an official mug shot of the president, the comments vary widely per 

source. There is overwhelming critique of Trump’s mugshot for users in the ABC, CBS, 

NBC, New York Times, and Washington Post categories. 488 critiquing Trump versus 

Fox News with a low representation at 17. Overall, the supportive comments at 281 is 

weighted against critiques at 488, and 172 left in the “Other” frame, which could not be 

identified as for, or against, the news coverage topic.  

 Many compared Figure 3.6, President Trump’s official 2024 inaugural portrait to 

the image of his mug shot. The comments found in data collection are polarized. The 

comments sampled shared sentiments of “defiance” in some cases, while others 

labeled the president as “triumphant” and other words of similar language, to describe 

the official portrait. There is overwhelming critique of Trump even among Fox News 

users, where only 75 commended him and 59 had a critique. Of the 928 comments, 552 

fell in the critique frame, and “Other” displayed at 172. 

Figure 3.7, President Trump after being shot in the ear, sampled social media 

comments varied from every end of the spectrum. Interestingly, the attempt of an 

assassination of a president, weighted users to have a comparable commending of 
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Trump at 167 versus critique at 204. A notable data set of “Scandal” was discovered, 

with 426, highlighting that the event itself was a scandal where many reported it being 

“staged,” an important finding with further discussion in the next chapter.  

Figure 3.8 depicting President Trump’s feature on the cover of Time Magazine had 

some of the most interesting comments. A less serious topic featured in the image, the 

comments section appeared to be a free-for-all from sampled research. Many across 

the board critiqued the decision to feature Trump as Person of the Year at 403, where 

half supported Trump at 203. Though the scandal camp was small at 56, there was a 

notable presence of commentary of Trump in reference to Nazi leaders, such as Adolf 

Hitler, who also was featured as Time Magazine’s Person of the Year in 1938. It should 

be noted that the Instagram New York Times page and Facebook’s NBC News 

coverage did not have data sets for this image.  

Figure 3.9 portraying President Trump’s swearing in, sampled comments from social 

media ranged from words of triumph to outrage at Trump not placing his hand on the 

Bible. In fact, it was practically equal, with 380 commending him and 382 critiquing. 

Despite lower comment numbers for scandal and legalese at 29 and 38, respectively, 

users echoed similar sentiments of felony charges and the swearing in not being legal 

without his hand placed on the Bible. 

 

RQ4 

RQ4: Do images of the same news event differ per news outlet as shown on social 

media?  
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Figure 3.6 Trump’s inaugural portrait, the grand total showed almost equal 

supportive and critical camps. However, across each outlet, the count of supportive 

versus critical was not half. In fact, it shows a favorable side of criticism versus support, 

where Fox News is providing a significant outlier of data in support of Trump’s inaugural 

photo, shown below. 

 

Figure 4.3 Coded Results from Figure 3.6, Trump’s Inaugural Portrait  

 

Figure 3.8, Time Magazine’s Person of the Year, also showed a grand total of 

supportive and critical camps where at a minimum, half support versus critique. Like 

Figure 3.6 and Figure 3.8, across each outlet, the count of supportive versus critical 

was not half. It also shows a favorable side of criticism versus support, where Fox News 

is a significant outlier of data in support of Trump as Person of the Year.  

Figure 3.9, Trump’s Inaugural Ceremony photograph, in the grand total showed 

almost equal supportive and critical camps across news outlet coverage. Across each 

outlet, the count of supportive versus critique is mixed, with ABC being comparably the 

same, CBS being almost half, Fox News in heavy favor supporting Trump, NBC 

showing more support, the New York Times showing more critique, and the Washington 

Post at half support to users’ criticism, seen below in Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4 Coded Responses to Viewing Trump’s Inaugural Ceremony Photograph 
Across News Outlet Coverage 

 
 

RQ5 

RQ5: Do audiences’ reactions differ to identical images within comments sections of 

differing news outlets?  

 An important finding was discovered in the investigation of this research 

question. While an image may remain constant, the comment environment changes by 

outlets. As seen below in Figure 4.5, while all news sources may have posted identical 

images to their Facebook and Instagram pages, the study found, as in other samples, 

Fox News comments were dominated by Frame 1, consistently showing support of 

Trump, while both newspapers examined, The Washington Post and The New York 

Times, showed overwhelming criticism of Trump within the comments (Frame 2). NBC, 

ABC, and CBS News showed more balance in the frames’ distribution. A finding that 

suggests audiences react differently to the same image presented in social media news, 

and provides meaningful discourse to be further explored in the next chapter, regarding 

identity and social media conversation.   
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Figure 4.5 Total Comments Shown by Frame in Social Networking Sites Comparison 

RQ6 

RQ6:  What frames are found most often within the comments sections of news outlets’ 
Facebook and Instagram pages of images of Donald Trump? 

In the analysis of dominant frames, the researcher found overwhelming 

Criticism of Trump and Support of Trump across news outlets — see results 

depicted in Figure 4.6 below. This discovery directly applies to the sixth research 

question. Secondarily, frame category Other, was prominent. The significance of the 

other frame, should be noted, as it sorts comments that do not fit into a political 

category defined in frames 1-7. Some commenters took a lighter approach in their 

reaction to images of Trump, commenting not in a political way, but rather in tone that 

denoted dismissiveness, humor, or sarcasm.  

Third, Scandal, and comments eliminated from the sample, were prevalent but 

not staggeringly so, nor stood out in statistical comparison to the three categories 

aforementioned. With less mention, Legalese, and little to no mention coded as Political 

Identity, Failure, and Victory. 
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Figure 4.6 Most Common Frames Found Across News Outlets’ Posts 

 
References to News Outlet Identity and Political Orientation 

 

There were few users that commented on the news outlet identity as being 

politically orientated. Very few comments were made in general, about the opposing 

political side being “woke,” “radical,” “racist,” or “fascist” or being “supportive of a felon” 

or “crying over nothing.” There were no noted explicit mentions of perceived political 

bias or use of “liberal” or “conservative” references to the new outlets themselves. A 

great deal of criticism was aimed at media, rather than frequent, sharp attacks on the 

members of opposing political sides. 

Outlet-Specific Discursive Norm 

The structure of this study did not examine replied to comments within a 

comment thread. This specific exclusion did not show differences in civility and hostility 

of one user to another. There were few unique patterns of engagement to each outlet, 

with more of a focus on general sentiment in comment toward the topic in the news 

coverage. Supportive comments for Trump were, almost always civil in nature, merely 
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displaying a favoritism toward Trump in some manner. There were a few general 

comments of hostility aimed toward democrats in reference to being supportive of 

Trump. Interestingly, there were more confrontational comments in critique of Trump, 

which referenced hostility. This can be summarized understandably as using more 

critical language compared to using more supportive language in the comments 

sections. Across the news outlets, if a user was remarking support, it was civil, and if 

the user was remarking critique, it was more confrontational. 

Outlet Context and Comment Framing 

News outlet identity appears to shape the tonal patterns based on the image’s 

content, worth note. The results from the study’s coding show there is a clear 

representation of commending and critiquing Trump based on the users’ political 

affiliation. For example, many users supported Trump in the Fox News coverage of the 

same story versus a larger critique in the ABC, CBS, NBC, New York Times, and 

Washington Post coverage in all five images. In Chapter 4, this study will examine the 

political beliefs and ideologies indicated in the posts, along with other analyses of the 

social media content. 

Figure 3.5, an official mug shot of the president, findings show there is 

overwhelming critique of Trump’s mugshot for users in the ABC, CBS, NBC, New York 

Times, and Washington Post categories, with 488 critiquing Trump versus Fox News 

with a low representation at 17. Overall, the supportive comments at 281 is weighted 

against critiques at 488. 
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 For Figure 3.6, President Trump’s official 2024 inaugural portrait, the comments 

found within the data collection are polarized. There is overwhelming critique of Trump 

even among Fox News users, where only 75 commended him and 59 had a critique. Of 

the 928 comments, 552 are in the critique category.  

 Figure 3.7, President Trump after being shot in the ear, sampled social media 

comments varied from every end of the spectrum. Interestingly, the attempted 

assassination of the president, resulted in a comparable number of comments 

expressing support for Trump (167) and criticism of him (204). 

Figure 3.8 depicting President Trump’s feature on the cover of Time Magazine 

showed many social media consumers critiquing the decision to feature Trump as 

Person of the Year at 403, where half supported Trump at 203. In Figure 3.9 portraying 

President Trump’s swearing in, this was nearly equal, with 380 commending him and 

382 critiquing. 

Overview of Coding Results 

• In an overall review of frames applied, the total number of codes was 5,284 

• Count of frame “Supporting Trump” was 2,029.  

• Count of frame “Criticizing Trump” was 1,114.  

• Count of frame “Other” was 702. 

• Count of frame “Scandal” was 574. 

• Count of frame “Eliminate” was 540. 
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• Count of frame “Legalese” was 148.  

• Count of frame “Political Identity” was 133.  

• Count of frame “Failure” was 27.  

• Count of frame “Victory” was 14.  

See figure below for an illustration these results:  

 

Figure 4.7 Overview of Coding Results 

Distribution of Frames Across Outlets and Platforms 

Across all news outlets, support of Trump, criticism of Trump, and Other were 

most widely applied. Each image contributed more to the frame frequency than the 

news outlet specifically. In Figure 3.5 Georgia Fulton County Jail Mug shot, Scandal, 

Legalese, and Political Identity were the second-most frequently coded for all news 

outlets, shown below in the figure.  
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Figure 4.8 Total Count of Frames by News Sources 

In Figure 3.6, President Donald J. Trump’s official inauguration photograph, 

Legalese and Failure were the second most frequently found frames for all news 

outlets. In Figure 3.7, Trump’s assassination attempt in Pennsylvania, Scandal was the 

second most frequent frame used for all news outlets. Political Identity was also used 

among all news outlets as a tertiary frame. In Figure 3.8, President Trump as Time 

Magazine’s Person of the Year, December 2024, Scandal was the second-most 

frequent frame reported for all news outlets. In Figure 3.9 President Trump’s photo 

taken during his 2025 inauguration, Scandal, Legalese, and Political Identity were the 

second most frequent for all news outlets. 

In patterns of frame prevalence by platform all news outlets, support of Trump, 

criticism of Trump, and other were most widely applied. Interestingly, Facebook 

presented slightly more comments of victory and failure. There was also more 

representation of scandal and other on Facebook. Instagram held more political identity 

references and a staggering number of eliminated comments. Both Facebook and 

Instagram surprisingly had exactly the same number of legalese references.  
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Data Sources and Scope 

The images selected for this study was done so thoughtfully, yet while the 

researcher did intend to include Trump depicted in courtroom sketches from his criminal 

trial in April 2024, this sample was ultimately eliminated due to a lack of data. 

Curiously, only ABC News contributed these images to social media, on both Facebook 

and Instagram. The remaining five news sources did not post on social media regarding 

the trial or courtroom sketches. With only one sample of comments for each social 

networking site, it was determined there was insufficient data to include this within the 

sample. That ABC, and only ABC, contributed this image to social media presents 

possible implications surrounding this and provides interesting material for analysis.  

As described in Chapter 3, comments were sampled from the first 100 posts within 24 

hours on both Facebook and Instagram, with replies and non-text submission included.  

The following is a summary of each figures’ specific inclusion in the researcher’s 

data set for analysis:  

• Figure 3.5, an official mug shot of the president, relates to Trump’s legal issues, 

but the image does not vary per sampled news outlets.  

• Figure 3.6, President Trump’s official 2024 inaugural portrait, is one representation 

of Trump during his election, yet is a similar image to Figure 3.5. Interestingly, the 

narrative is presented a number of ways by the sampled news outlets, and was 

decidedly a strong image for analysis.  

• Figure 3.7, is the photo taken immediately after President Trump was shot in the 

ear by Thomas Matthew Crooks. Sampled news outlets used the same picture but 
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covered the story in a variety of ways. Its strong visual depictions offer a bedrock of 

discussion in social media comment sections, and thus was included in the data set 

for analysis.  

• Figure 3.8, is President Trump’s feature on the cover of Time Magazine, and was 

covered by a variety of new outlets with differing framing. The frame position is a key 

focus of this study, so the inclusion of this image was pertinent to capture how users 

felt about this news coverage.  

• Figure 3.9, portrays President Trump’s swearing in, varied per news outlet. All 

news outlets sampled had slightly differing variations of the same moment. 

Headlines of news coverage on social media also ranged from words of triumph 

to outrage directed at Trump for not placing his hand on the Bible during his 

swearing in.  
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Visual Characteristic Figure 3.5 Figure 3.6 Figure 3.7 Figure 3.8 Figure 3.9 
Political Event Depicted Georgia Fulton County 

Jail mug shot, 2023  

 

Official Inauguration 
portrait of President 
Trump, 2025  

Image following 
Trump’s assassination 
attempt, 2024 

Trump as Time 
Magazine’s Person of 
the Year, 2024 

President Trump 
during swearing-in on 
Inauguration Day 2025 

President Trump’s 
Expression 

Serious, eye contact 
with camera, stern 
appearance 

Serious, focused gaze 
toward camera, stern, 
confident appearance 

Serious, intense 
expression. Trump 
appears alert and 
determined in the 
immediate aftermath of 
the event. 

Serious, composed 
expression. Trump’s 
slightly narrow eyes 
and firm mouth create 
an image conveying 
authority, defiance, 
and confidence. 

Serious, focused 
expression as he takes 
the oath  

Shot Type / Camera 
Distance 

Close-up head-and- 
shoulders portrait 

Close-up portrait 
emphasizing face and 
shoulders 

Medium close-up, 
action photograph 
showing Trump’s 
upper body and 
surrounding protective 
figures 

Medium portrait 
showing Trump seated 
in a chair with his 
upper body and hands 
visible 

Medium shot, Trump at 
the center of the 
ceremony, surrounding 
figures visible 

Camera Angle Eye-level angle Eye-level angle Slightly low angle, 
visually emphasizing 
Trump, elevating him 
in frame 

Eye-level angle, 
presenting Trump in a 
direct, balanced 
manner 

Eye-level angle, 
presenting the scene as 
formal 

Background / Setting Solid grey background. 
No contextual objects 
available  

Solid dark background, 
placing visual interest 
on Trump  

Outdoor campaign 
rally setting with 
Secret Service agents 
and crowd activity 
surrounding Trump 

Minimal studio 
background featuring 
the Time Magazine 
signature red border, 
placing visual interest 
on Trump 

Indoor inauguration 
setting with officials, 
family members, and 
ceremonial elements 
surrounding Trump 

Symbolic Visual 
Elements 

American flag, 
presidential seal, 
courtroom setting 

Formal business attire 
in official presidential 
portrait style, 
emphasizing Trump 

Trump’s raised fist, 
American flag, blood 
on Trump’s face, 
Secret Service agents, 
outdoor rally setting 

Time Magazine 
branding, formal 
business attire, seated- 
style pose, the “Person 
of the Year” 
designation 
emphasizing 
significance and 
importance 

Raised hand, Holy 
Bible, oath-taking 
gesture, formal attire, 
official ceremony 
setting 

Image Used Across 
News Outlets? 

Identical image  Identical image Identical image Identical image Different images used 
across outlets 

If Different, Describe 
the Difference 

No difference No difference No difference No difference Outlets used similar 
inauguration images, 
but the selected 
photographs differed in 
timing, composition, 
and surrounding 
figures shown in image 

Potential Framing Cues The formal booking 
photograph, direct eye 
contact, and serious 
expression may prompt 
differing audience 
interpretations 
depending on viewers' 
political beliefs and 
prior attitudes. Some 
audiences may 
interpret the image as 
evidence of criminality 
or legal accountability, 
while others may view 
it as symbolizing 
political persecution or 
resilience. 

The serious facial 
expression, direct eye 
contact, close-up 
composition, and dark 
background emphasize 
President Trump as the 
central focus of the 
image. These visual 
characteristics may cue 
audiences to construct 
differing meanings, 
including perceptions 
of confidence, 
determination, 
authority, or defiance 
depending on prior 
beliefs and the media 

The raised fist, visible 
blood, American flag, 
and surrounding 
agents create a 
dramatic image of 
Trump on the 
immediate aftermath of 
political violence. 
These visual 
characteristics may cue 
audiences to construct 
differing meanings, 
including perceptions 
of resilience, strength, 
victimization, political 
conflict, or defiance 
depending on viewers’ 

The serious facial 
expression, direct eye 
contact, formal attire, 
and prominent Time 
Magazine branding 
emphasize Trump as 
the central focus of the 
image. These visual 
characteristics may cue 
audiences to construct 
differing meanings, 
including perceptions 
of political 
prominence, authority, 
or legitimacy while 
others may interpret 
the image more 

The raised hand, 
formal setting, 
surrounding officials, 
and oath-taking 
ceremony emphasize 
Trump as focus of the 
image. These visual 
characteristics may cue 
audiences to construct 
different meanings, 
including perceptions 
of authority, 
legitimacy, or the 
significance of the 
presidential office 
depending on viewers’ 
prior beliefs and the 
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Figure 4.9 Visual Coding Summary of the Five Political Images included in the Study 

 

Summary of Findings 

The findings of this chapter are meant to serve as an indicator of emerging 

patterns within the data collected. Trends in the findings have been noted and will be 

more thoroughly explored within the pages of the next chapter: Analysis. The study 

found, predominantly, commenting social media audiences were focused around 

either rejection of or affirmation of Trump. Comments necessitating elimination 

appeared moderately, as did the frame Scandal, and those which had no frame, 

Other. Appearing less often in the coded results were the Victory, Failure, Legalese, 

and Political Identity frames. Findings per research questions were also recorded 

within this chapter. The findings chapter is meant to be descriptive in nature in the 

reporting of the study’s findings, whereas an analytical and interpretive focus will be 

applied in the next chapter for thorough analysis.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Visual Characteristic Figure 3.5 Figure 3.6 Figure 3.7 Figure 3.8 Figure 3.9 

environment in which 
the image was 
encountered. 

prior beliefs and the 
media environment in 
which the image was 
viewed. 

critically depending on 
viewers’ prior beliefs 
and the media 
environment in which 
the image was 
encountered. 

media environment in 
which the image was 
viewed. 
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CHAPTER 5 – ANALYSIS 

 

Introduction 

Whereas Chapter 4, Findings, was descriptive in nature in the reporting of the 

study’s findings, there is an analytical and interpretive focus to this Chapter 5. The 

analysis begins by positioning the study’s findings in the previously discussed relevant 

literature, including political communication, framing, and audience response. Analysis 

will also be applied to the study’s six research questions. Chapter 6, the final chapter, 

provides a discussion regarding the direction this research may take in the future. The 

study’s limitations and implications are also discussed, based upon the findings and 

analysis.  

Theoretical Orientation for Analysis 
  

Visual Framing 

 

Multiple theoretical frameworks necessitate revisiting here. This chapter will 

examine several theories as it applies to the analysis of the data found. Visual framing 

is of great use in this study’s analysis, as it explores the implied or suggested meaning 

of images and the underlying ideologies, values, or power relations in these images, left 

to audience interpretation. An example of this is seen frequently in analysis of figures 

3.5 and 3.6, where Trump is first shown in a mugshot from his booking in Georgia 

Fulton County Jail in August of 2023, then later in his official inaugural portrait in 

January 2025. Several users commented specifically on how both images convey 

Trump as a powerful political figure, many noting this as his intent. For example, a 
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commenter on Facebook’s post from The New York Times depicting Trump’s 2023 

mugshot wrote, "This is what a criminal looks like" (2023) and "That picture is hilarious. 

He's totally playing his base. They're going to eat that up" (Nickason, 2023). Similarly, 

an Instagram user commented on Figure 3.6, the inaugural portrait, "These look 

progressively more like mug shots" (shotatpointfrank, 2024). The comparison between 

the mug shot and inaugural portrait illustrates how commenters on social media assign 

meaning to symbolic cues. Users widely commented regarding how Trump attempted to 

look tough and convey power. Similarly, many users commented both positively and 

negatively about the similarities they believe the photographs share, employing visual 

framing, where underlying ideologies, values, or power relations were assigned by 

commenters to the news photographs presented. This is further discussed in the 

chapter in the subsection titled, “Interpreting Criminality: Comparing the Mugshot and 

Presidential Portrait.” 

Entman’s Framing Theory 

Entman’s (1993) framing theory’s aim is “to select some aspects of a perceived 

reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to 

promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation for the item described” (p. 52). Goffman (1974) writes 

“frames are schemata of interpretation that enable the individual to locate, perceive, 

identify, and label events and situations in the social world” (p. 21) and Entman posits 

these frames may be used as reference for long-term political views (p. 53). As briefly 

shown in findings, frames surrounding the comments in question in reaction to news 

images of Trump were polarizing. These frames serve audience members in sorting 
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them into two main categories given the results: those who support Trump, and those 

who are critical of him.  

The dominance of the supportive and critical frames from the findings suggests 

social media commenters use the news images as signals for affirmation of identity, as 

Iyengar et al. (2019) argue, “Political identity has become a powerful social identity” (p. 

135). Entman describes, this allows commenters to reference long-term political views 

within their comments. One may extrapolate if a commenter is going to enthusiastically 

support, or criticize, Trump, this is likely attached to their long-term political views and 

may further enhance these views.  

McLuhan’s The Medium is the Message 

Further, an analysis based upon McLuhan’s “the medium is the message” (1964) 

is supported by the results generated. McLuhan’s theory has evolved with technology’s 

progression, and “the medium is the message” paradigm has shifted to include new 

media that creates awareness and “imagery vehicles” like social media platforms (p. 

44). Of the “imagery vehicles” analyzed in this study, a number of observations may be 

made. The first noting the difference in comments on Facebook versus Instagram. As 

shown below in Figure 5, audiences comment about the same amount for both 

platforms. The differences show in each of the frames used, some more than others. 

Frames 1 and 2 are nearly equally distributed among the platforms, with many 

commenters supporting and/or criticizing Trump, equally across both platforms, 

demonstrating there is not greater support for the president on one platform than the 

other. To the researcher’s surprise, frame 6, legalese, was used an identical number of 



 118 

times on each platform, showing Trump’s legal issues were represented evenly by 

commenters on each site, with neither being more or less likely for users to respond to a 

news image using legal language. Frame 3, related to “victorious” language, was used 

nearly double the amount on Facebook, demonstrating supportive Trump audiences’ 

likelihood to comment related to what users deem as Trump triumphs. However, it’s not 

just Trump’s “wins” that are commented on more on Facebook, but also Trump’s 

interpreted failures. While 26 commenters wrote in this way on Facebook, only one user 

did so on Instagram, demonstrating the enthusiasm from both sides of the political 

spectrum more likely to surface on Facebook. In congruence with McLuhan’s theory, 

Ziegele et al. (2018) find “Online discussions are shaped not only by content but also by 

the platform environment and audience composition” (p. 1516). 

Qualitative Analysis of Audience Interpretation 

 Interpreting Criminality: Comparing the Mugshot and Presidential Portrait 

Within this study, one recurring pattern found in the comments was audience 

members making visual comparisons between President Trump’s Fulton County mug 

shot (Figure 3.5) and his official presidential portrait (Figure 3.6). Although the mug shot 

and official presidential portrait represent two different political moments, commenters 

frequently interpreted the images through similar visual characteristics. In response to 

the mug shot, one commenter stated, “I will win” while another simply described Trump 

as a “Thug.” These comments illustrate two distinctly different interpretations of the 

same image. While one commenter appeared to interpret Trump’s facial expression and 
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direct eye contact as confidence or determination, the other interpreted those same 

visual characteristics as representing criminality. 

A similar pattern emerged in responses to the official presidential portrait. One 

commenter wrote, “These look progressively more like mug shots,” while another 

commented, “You mean a mugshot is his portrait? It fits perfectly he’s a felon after all.” 

Rather than viewing the portrait solely as an official image of the presidency, these 

commenters compared it directly to the earlier mug shot. Their comments suggest 

audiences recognized visual similarities between the two photographs, including 

Trump’s serious facial expression, direct gaze, and overall appearance, and used those 

similarities to construct meaning about his public image. 

Interestingly, the same visual characteristics did not produce identical 

interpretations. Instead, audiences assigned different meanings to similar visual cues 

depending upon their own perspectives. The findings suggest commenters were not 

only responding to the accompanying news story, but were also actively interpreting the 

images themselves. These visual comparisons illustrate how audiences participate in 

constructing meaning from political imagery, rather than simply accepting the intended 

presentation of the photographs. 

Heroism and Authenticity: Interpreting the Assassination Attempt Image 

Another recurring pattern found throughout the comments was the differing ways 

audiences interpreted the assassination attempt image (Figure 3.7). Rather than 

responding only to the event itself, commenters frequently interpreted the visual 
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elements contained within the image. While some commenters viewed the photograph 

as representing strength and resilience, others questioned the authenticity of what was 

depicted. 

Comments such as, “Trump super American president,” “Fight!! Fight!! Fight!!,” 

and “Trump is a fearless leader” suggest some audiences interpreted the image as 

symbolic of strength, perseverance, and patriotism. These comments suggest 

audiences responded to visual elements within the image including President Trump’s 

raised fist, facial expression, and the presence of the American flag. Rather than 

commenting only on the assassination attempt itself, these commenters assigned 

symbolic meaning to the visual presentation of the image. 

Other commenters interpreted the same photograph differently. Comments 

including “Staged,” “Did he have the fake blood in his shoe,” and “A capsule filled with 

bright red liquid behind the ear - blood is not that red,” suggest some audiences 

questioned the authenticity of the image. Rather than accepting the photograph as 

documenting a historical event, these commenters reinterpreted the visible blood as 

evidence that the event itself had been staged or manipulated. Although these 

commenters observed the same visual characteristics, they assigned very different 

meanings to those visual elements. 

 Interestingly, the same image generated distinctly different interpretations among 

audiences. The findings suggest commenters were not only responding to the news 

event itself, but also actively interpreting the visual elements presented within the 
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photograph. These comments illustrate how audiences construct meaning from political 

imagery by assigning different interpretations to the same visual cues. 

Interpreting Presidential Leadership: Responses to the Official 

Inauguration Image 

A third recurring pattern identified through the comments was the differing ways 

audiences interpreted President Trump’s official inauguration ceremony image (Figure 

3.9). Rather than responding only to the inauguration itself, commenters frequently 

interpreted visual elements contained within the image. While some audiences viewed 

the image as representing leadership, elegance, and legitimacy, others focused on 

visual details that they believed reflected insincerity or failed to meet the expectations of 

a presidential ceremony. 

 Comments including, “One word: Royalty,” “Evil lost and good won,” “What a 

difference from Biden’s family,” and “I got to admit, they looked very elegant and classy. 

Like ‘new money.’ I pray for a prosperous and blessed four years,” suggest some 

audiences interpreted the image as representing presidential leadership, dignity, and 

optimism. Rather than responding only to the political outcome of the election, these 

commenters assigned symbolic meaning to the visual presentation of President Trump 

and those surrounding him during the inauguration. 

 Other commenters interpreted the same image differently. Comments including 

“He didn’t touch the Bible though,” “If you don’t place your hand on the Bible it doesn’t 

count,” “Welcome back to the middle age,” and “Clearly no one told him to blend his 
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makeup,” suggest some audiences focused on specific visual details contained within 

the image. Rather than viewing the photograph as representative of a presidential 

inauguration, these commenters used details of the ceremony and Trump’s appearance 

to support broader interpretations of his presidency. Although these commenters 

observed many of the same visual elements, they assigned very different meanings to 

those characteristics. 

Interestingly, the same inauguration image generated distinctly different 

interpretations among audiences. The findings suggest commenters were not only 

responding to the inauguration as a political event, but were also actively interpreting 

visual elements contained within the image. These comments further illustrate how 

audiences construct meaning from political imagery by assigning different 

interpretations to the same visual presentation. 

The Scandal Frame 

Scandal (5) was a frame found moderately on both platforms. The scandal frame 

was used to criticize Trump more often than not, with commenters noting distractions by 

Trump to detract from the Epstein files, the assassination attempt in July of 2024 as a 

“setup,” with one commenter writing on Facebook’s New York Times’s page: "...sounds 

more fishy with more info" (2024). Other users’ comments noted the frequency of gun 

violence in America, some comparing Trump to Hitler and Putin, and comments 

regarding the insurrection that occurred on January 6, 2021. On the 5th anniversary of 

the insurrection, The White House issued a lengthy statement, disputing any narrative 

surrounding the event as a coup or insurrection. Part of the statement reads: “The 
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Democrats masterfully reversed reality after January 6, branding peaceful patriotic 

protesters as ‘insurrectionists’ and framing the event as a violent coup attempt 

orchestrated by Trump – despite no evidence of armed rebellion or intent to overthrow 

the government” (WhiteHouse.gov, 2026). The scandal frame is seen in the study 

referencing the scandal and disagreement of January 6th becoming an event catalogued 

by Americans on social media. 

A final predominant subset of the scandal frame found audiences commenting 

critically regarding media coverage: "It's the deconstruction of legacy media..." 

(Dreesbach, 2024). This frame was present slightly more on Facebook. Political Identity 

was observed more often in Instagram comments, which the researcher found 

surprising, as Facebook seemed to be more politically charged than Instagram, and 

therefore suggests this Facebook stereotype or assumption could be false. This, and 

other analyses, will be further explored in the discussion of this study. Most notably, 

Instagram was far more likely to contain comments that were eliminated from the 

sample, due to emojis and gifs as comments, without accompanying text. While users 

did comment with emojis and gifs on Facebook, these were often accompanied with 

additional text. Therefore, Instagram is the platform where users are more likely to let 

non-commentary serve as their contribution. This greater interpretation of findings can 

be tied to Stroud’s (2011) study, asserting “selective exposure contributes to political 

polarization” (p. 24).  
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Future studies that could examine this more deeply will briefly be discussed in 

the following chapter. Each theory applied to the comments for analysis were carefully 

considered and, when applied to the findings, strengthens this study’s analysis.  

The figure below illustrates the frames seen most often, specific to its social 

networking site. Frames one and two, (1.) support of Trump and (2.) criticism of Trump, 

are evident as the most identified frames across platforms.  

 

 

Figure 5 Comment Frame Counts by Social Networking Site 

Finally, social media engagement theory is secured in this analysis. Simply, the 

theory states users seek out spaces in online environments where their beliefs and 

identities are reinforced (Brodie et al., 2013). The comments on both Facebook and 
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Instagram demonstrate those who do comment on social media have a strong sense of 

identity, often echoing similar comments of the same image, demonstrating their 

political beliefs and identities in digital social spaces. Each theory applied provides a 

translation from common patterns found within the social media pages to human 

behavior through comments.   

Media Trust, Distrust, and the Comment Section as a Site of Struggle 
  

This analysis reveals an interesting trend that one may have predicted ahead of 

the coded results. As stated, a number of comments were observed not criticizing the 

central figure of the news image, i.e., Trump, but, rather, the very outlet that generated 

the image to social media. Comments were made targeting most media outlets 

represented in the sample and revealed an even deeper struggle within the United 

States where media’s motives are openly questioned, along with frequent accusations 

of selective coverage by all media sampled. Though once gatekeepers, these major 

news outlets are treated within the studied comments as participants in political 

discourse rather than as neutral reporters. The lack of trust in media, according to the 

results, is becoming the primary lens through which commenters interpret political 

imagery. This shift suggests that the commenting public may increasingly seek 

alternatives to mainstream American media — sources that are often not credible —

which contributes to the spread of misinformation and disinformation (Strömbäck, 2020). 

The analysis revealed through comments sampled, these news sites, via social media, 

are quickly becoming a space where trust in media is both resisted and negotiated 

without being political party-specific.   
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Political Identity and Group Alignment in Audience Responses 
  

Analysis shows a pattern that emerged in findings, with a strong sense of political 

identity evident in the study’s results. Though not yet thoroughly examined in this work, 

social media commenters were found to treat the platforms they were commenting on 

as performative spaces. The overwhelming result found in the study was the criticism of 

Trump demonstrated in the comments, across all news outlets and both social media 

platforms studied. What does this say about public opinion of Trump? This study is not 

meant to generate generalizable findings, so one cannot claim “most people criticize 

Trump,” although that is what is found in the study. The caveat one must remember in 

this study’s analysis, regarding the commenting public, is comment section 

representation is commonly assigned the 90-9-1 rule, in which 90% of users are 

“lurkers” or non-participants of commentary engagement on social media, nine percent 

of occupational participants, and one percent of users representing an active contributor 

to commentary, like, share, or engagement activity (van Mierlo, 2014; Nielsen, 2006). 

Therefore, this study clearly illuminates the most active public, one percent on social 

media stands in opposition to or critical of President Trump.  

This chapter moved beyond the descriptive presentation of findings and employed 

an analysis to the previous chapter’s findings, connecting it to the relevant literature and 

elaborating upon how the study answers each research question posited by the primary 

researcher. The following, and final, chapter of this study will identify themes and 

suggestions for future research, address limitations of the study, and discuss 

implications of the analyzed data in a broader context.  
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CHAPTER 6 – DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to analyze and understand how social media news 

images influenced behavioral patterns of digital discourse on opinions of Donald Trump 

as a presidential candidate and subsequently, as a second-term United States 

president. The purpose of this chapter is to pivot from analysis of findings for this 

particular study and focus on broader implications that exist considering the results of 

this research. This chapter discusses the study’s implications for polarized audience 

comments, media distrust, limitations and future research, and what the results mean 

for digital spaces and the scholarship surrounding them. Research related to Donald 

Trump exclusively also limits the scope of this research, without the inclusion of other 

politicians discussed in social media. 

Discussion of Key Findings  

Polarization in Audience Responses 

Due to structural differences in how posts are presented on each platform, the 

researcher anticipated variation in comment responses. On Facebook, where posts 

typically include a headline and link preview alongside the image, comments were 

expected to respond more directly to the political framing of the headline. On Instagram, 

where textual context is less immediately visible, comments were expected to reflect 

more emotional reactions to the visual content itself. This is also supported by platform 

norms, with Facebook establishing itself as a platform for political communication, 

structured for debate. Whereas Instagram adopts a lower tolerance for overt conflict, 
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with users communicating about aspirational identities rather than argumentative 

discourse, which is seen more often in Facebook comments. The expectation assumes 

the same image across news outlets will produce two different interpretations based on 

the social platform, where Facebook demonstrates an issue-focused discourse and 

Instagram shows identity-signaling commentary (Kubin et al., 2024).  

In the study’s analysis of dominant themes, the researcher found, 

overwhelmingly, Criticism of Trump and Support of Trump. This provides revelation 

about polarization in politics in digital spaces, specifically, social media. The findings 

and analysis underscore how news images of Trump on Instagram and on Facebook 

prompt commenters to respond in a way that aligns with their political identities, and the 

importance audiences attach to this identity, evident through their polarizing comments. 

Similar results were evident in Kubin and von Sikorski’s, (2021) The Role of (Social) 

Media in Political Polarization: A Systematic Review, which found increased political 

polarization in social media comments over the past 10 years. Similarly, Asker and 

Dinas (2019) identified increasing polarization in online comment discourse in their 

study, as well, along with Humprecht, Hellmueller, and Lischka (2020) who found 

“hostile emotions can contribute to a strong polarization of political discussion on social 

media…such as the use of comment sections” (p.1). 

Selective Exposure and Audience Responses 

 Differences observed across news outlets may partially reflect audience self-

selection. This selective exposure helps explain why audiences of varying news outlets’ 

social media pages may differ before encountering a political image. However, this 

study examined both who was active in the comment sections and how those audiences 
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interpreted political images once exposed to them. The researcher acknowledges 

selective exposure and confirmation bias may serve as a simple explanation for 

differences found across news sources, but it does not contribute fully to how audiences 

interpreted and discussed political images after viewing them. This study contributes to 

understanding not only who is present within specific media environments, but also how 

those audiences construct meaning through their responses to political images. While 

selective exposure can explain, for example, why Fox News audiences appear more 

supportive of Trump, versus New York Times audiences who seem more critical of the 

president, selective exposure does not fully explain several findings in the study. The 

findings suggest several patterns that selective exposure alone cannot fully account for. 

For example, identical images did not produce identical responses in the study. 

Commenters in the study frequently framed the same image differently. Audiences used 

distinct frame categories when discussing the same events. Finally, audiences often 

focused on the news outlet itself, media distrust, and media bias rather than solely on 

Trump in their comments. Together, these findings suggest the meaning-making by the 

audience is more complex than “Fox News audiences are conservative” and “New York 

Times readers are liberal.” The coding scheme developed and used for the study and 

findings demonstrate that commenters were active interpreters contributing to the 

meaning of the images shown. Commenters also negotiated and constructed meaning 

around the images in the study. 

Visual Framing and Image Meaning 

The selected news images of Trump for the study, including his Fulton County mug 

shot, the Time Magazine cover, photographs of the assassination attempt in July 2024, 
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his official inaugural portrait, and photos from his 2025 inauguration were symbolic in 

the influence they carry. Visual framing theory, discussed at length in the review of the 

literature, findings, and analysis, predicts news images can function as concentrated 

political symbolism, which is precisely what occurs in this study. This reveals the 

broader implication that the commenting public, though a small percentage of social 

media users, one percent, is enthusiastic about their political beliefs and shares them 

freely on social media, cued by the image these audiences view. A similar result was 

found by Gurung, Agarwal, Bhuiyan, and Poudel (2025), which analyzed over 3,000 

Instagram posts, and determined “posts featuring…imagery significantly outperform 

those without such elements in generating user interactions, evoking emotional 

resonance, enhancing perceived trust, and achieving faster diffusion” (para. 1). This 

reflects this study’s finding that visual images are cues for social media audiences that 

provoke engagement and emotional responses to Trump-related news images. Further, 

Gurung et al., also found when Instagram users view images reflective of their values, 

users feel represented, which increases emotional engagement online (para. 1). 

Media Distrust 

Distrust of the media is expressed at a surprising rate within this study. Shifting 

focus from the news image, to the news outlet, itself, is a common subtheme found in 

the scandal frame, discussed in findings and analysis. This criticism often extends from 

the image presented, rather than the headline, which was not mentioned in comments 

related to media distrust. Those who interpreted an image as critical of Trump, among 

vocal Trump supporters, would often directly criticize the news outlet that disseminated 

the image. The broader suggestion exists an audience member, or a commenter on 
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social media, sets their own agendas in political news social media discourse, which 

often includes criticizing the origin, or the messenger, itself. In Chapter 4, this pattern 

clearly emerged within the scandal frame, where commenters frequently criticized not 

only Trump but the posting news organizations themselves, as a Facebook user was 

noted commenting: "It's the deconstruction of legacy media..." (Dreesbach, 2024), first 

quoted in the previous chapter. Still broader implications exists that comment sections 

may often shift from discussing, or in more cases, debating, the news image presented 

to the commenters discussing, or debating, the legitimacy of the media.  

Platform Differences 

Differences in Facebook and Instagram have been examined and analyzed at 

length within this study. An additional observation with broader implications is Facebook 

commenters focused more heavily on scandal-based language, while Instagram 

commonly contained no language at all, but audience communication through emojis 

and gifs without text. This contrast reinforces the study’s primary conclusion that 

platform context shapes not only what audiences say, but how they “say” it. 

Text on Facebook was also found to be much lengthier than comments on 

Instagram, with the suggestion those who are active engagers on Facebook tend to be 

more elaborative in their reactions and comments toward political news imagery, setting 

standards for culture within the commenting public on social media platforms. 

Implications are noted here, that the medium of the message not only provides 

platforms for reaction, but also influences its depth and its forms.  
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Contributions of the Study 

This study contributes to the existing scholarship in three areas of predominant 

theoretical frameworks discussed throughout: visual political communication, framing 

theory, and social media engagement theory. Framing theory is discussed extensively 

in this study, with implications extending the theory to digital spaces wherein the 

engaged public comments on political news. Further understanding of visual political 

communication insights result from this study, reinforcing the critical nature of imagery 

in political news. This imagery is key to how audiences shape narratives surrounding 

the headlines and stories when political figures are visible, with social media discourse 

often resulting in themes not represented in the news story or its imagery. Finally, social 

media engagement theory illuminates how commenting audiences define and align 

themselves in political identity online, the action seen most often by commenting 

members on Facebook and on Instagram in this study. Limitations to this study are 

discussed in detail within the following section.  

Limitations  

There are multiple limitations to this study, as there are with most scholarly 

research. Only two social networking sites were studied: Facebook and Instagram. 

There are also limitations related to the elimination of comments from the sample, 

including replies and other elements of comment threads, which restricts the 

researcher’s ability to examine elements such as, escalation between commenters, 

conversational dynamics, and peer influence in replies or threads of comments. 

Algorithmic limitations of social media may also affect this type of study. Research has 
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shown emojis and gifs are used to communicate feelings related to images viewed on 

social media, another limitation this study has, as this type of non-written response was 

eliminated from the study’s sample. There are also limitations for inclusion of only one 

figure analyzed for a study, as Trump is in this research. Finally, the timeframe in which 

this study was conducted also contains limitations. 

Two platforms, Facebook and Instagram, were selected for this analysis, and 

done so strategically, as discussed in Chapter 3. This study is limited with the selection 

of two social networking sites, though many more exist and may be selected for study. 

Past work has examined X (formerly Twitter), in a similar way as this research, including 

studies conducted by Conover et al. (2011), Colleoni, Rozza, and Arvidsson (2014), and 

Lee, Kim, and Malik (2021). Social networking site research is integral to the fields of 

communication and political science, among others, and should be revisited regularly to 

update changes that accompany advancing technology. With plentiful, recent research 

on this topic, scholars may continue to extend past findings, and update social media 

research regularly.  

The study is also limited to comments sampled within the first 24 hours of an 

image’s posting, without full consideration of replies to comments, full threads of 

comments, and tagging other social media users, where more discourse could be 

found.  Algorithms may affect this data collection, as well. Allen et al. (2023) found in 

their article, Algorithms and political content exposure on Facebook and Instagram 

during the 2020 U.S. Election, that on both Facebook and Instagram, the platforms 

central to this study, ranking systems in algorithms on these social networking sites can 
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shape consumers’ exposure, and those collecting data from these sites must assume 

they do not see the entirety of comments left beneath a post. Extensive dialogue 

occurred between the primary researcher and the intercoder, including comparison of 

the comments available to them, and the order in which they were sorted. While the 

primary researcher and intercoder cannot guarantee the algorithms did not affect the 

data available to them, they did both see the same comments, in the same order, from 

randomly selected samples available, thus mitigating the limitation as best can be done 

in digital method research.  

Emojis and gifs were also excluded from the sample, which arguably contains 

language of its own on social media. Zhou and Xu (2021) studied the functions of 

emojis in online political communication, as did Kim and Kaye, (2019) all finding emojis 

and gifs may function as tools for emotional expression, and commenters use of such to 

signal their attitudes toward the presented content. With this knowledge about how 

these features operate, this study is limited by not including investigation of non-verbal 

communication in social media comment threads.  

The study is limited to the focus of one political figure: Donald Trump. Bartlett 

and Vavrus (2017) explains that when there is a singular focus of inquiry, as Trump is in 

this research, the results may not be generalizable. That is, the results found from those 

responding to images of Trump cannot be extended to other political or public figures 

represented in news on social media. Trump, once a regular Twitter user, is shown 

through research by Ott, (2017) which finds discourse related to Trump on the platform 

is “uncivil” (p.59). This shows Trump as a singularly polarizing figure in social media 
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research. Another study uses a singular platform, Twitter, as a tool to research 

comparative public engagement on social media, in which the researchers extended 

beyond the scope of this study, and compared former President Obama to President 

Trump’s social media audience responses.  

President Trump now prefers the social networking site he founded in 2022, 

Truth Social, “after he was banned from major sites such as Facebook and the platform 

formerly known as Twitter following the Jan. 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol” (Associated 

Press, 2024). None of the six sampled new sites for this research have established or 

maintain a Truth Social account, worthy of future research into how different media 

determine whether or not to establish profiles on multiple social networking sites, and 

why.  

This research was envisioned and executed over several years. This limitation 

that may allow for deeper understanding in comments would be to limit the timeframe in 

which a sample is gathered and analyzed. This study is limited by investigating 

responses to images of Trump, due to the sample ending with his 2025 inaugural 

ceremony. More relevant study could be conducted in a shorter amount of time, 

perhaps with data gathered in the first half of 2025 or all of 2025, to represent how 

online commenters respond to news images of Trump now that he is in office for a 

second time.  
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Audience Self-Selection and Selective Exposure  

 An additional limitation of the study concerns audience self-selection and their 

selective exposure. Audiences were not randomly assigned to news outlets in the study. 

The researcher acknowledges the audiences of the news outlets sampled for the study 

may differ in political affiliation prior to their exposure to the selected images of Trump. It 

is not possible to isolate image effects from audience effects, and consequently, the 

study cannot determine whether observed differences should be attributed to the 

characteristics of the image, to the characteristics of the audience, or both. Future 

research to mitigate these limitations may include experimental designs that expose 

participants to identical political images under controlled conditions.  

Future Research 

 Currently limited to findings on Facebook and Instagram, future research may 

include the study of more/other social networking sites like YouTube, X, (formerly 

Twitter) Reddit, and TikTok. These studies may test this research’s results regarding 

platform-specific conclusions derived from social media research. Future studies may 

also consider elements eliminated from the current study, such as the inclusion of 

replies to comments, comment threads, and tagging. This research should focus on the 

“language” of emojis and gifs in social media, particularly on Instagram, the SNS (Social 

Networking Sites) where commenters’ messages are often exclusively emojis or a gif, 

without accompanying text.  

Due to studying the first 100 comments for each post, the results capture initial 

reactions of those commenting without consideration for counterargument, emotional 
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escalation of any type, and the reinforced identity that occurs through tagging another 

user on social media. As mentioned throughout this study’s text, traditional content 

analysis, as conducted in this study, misses the non-textual communication found in 

comments sections. Emojis are often used to communicate sarcasm, humor, dismay, 

excitement, anger, and irony. To capture this and the visual arguments gifs provide, 

future research may investigate the political meaning in these comments when coded 

visually, rather than linguistically, as this study does.  

The researcher performed a qualitative analysis with the sampled data, where 

future scholarship may include more quantitative methodology, with the possibility of 

discovering more generalizable data through this type of methodology than the study 

found. As this study focuses solely on Donald Trump, future research could include 

other political candidates and officials, which would help identify if other political figures 

are as polarizing in social media news the way results have shown Trump to be. It 

would be worthy of investigation to discover if Trump is unique in this way or if the wider 

patterns found within this visual political communication extends to other candidates 

and officials. This would expand the scholarship with the inclusion of female candidates, 

where the study of female political figures could be useful, as more women run for office 

in the U. S. This adds inclusive scholarship necessary for the representation of 

minorities and women.  

The Center for American Women and Politics notes since 1971, the number of 

women serving in state legislatures has more than quintupled, a record level (CAWP, 

2026). The inclusion of women who are currently in office or campaigning for elections 
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would broaden the scope of this research, with specific elements available in studying 

women that are unique, which may test whether appearance, voice, and tone, along 

with responses generated by visual framing and gendered-responses are found.  

Implications 

This study carries important, relevant implications for scholarship in visual 

political communication and social media discourse. Four major implications emerge 

from the researcher’s findings. First, in social media news environments, visual imagery 

operates as a facilitator of identity-based polarization, which activates commenter 

responses, reflecting how consumers self-identify politically. The next implication is that 

both social media platforms and news outlet context shape online political expression, 

influencing not only the form of commenters’ responses but also their intensity. 

Differences in Facebook and Instagram comments indicate that the platform, or the 

medium, influences not only the volume of engagement but also structures political 

expression. Third, the prevalence of media distrust and criticism expressed suggests 

news outlets, along with political images, are also embedded with affective political 

conflict rather than serving as impartial intermediaries. Finally, this study finds 

engagement without text, i.e., emojis and gifs, represent a form of political 

communication that is understudied. This underscores a need to expand the scholarship 

in political communication further beyond linguistic analysis.  

In sum, implications discussed here emphasize the necessity of examining 

layered communication environments in which news images circulate, rather than 

focusing solely on political imagery itself.  
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Conclusion  

 In times of political uncertainty, it is not shocking how polarized the commenting 

public is regarding political images and the discourse surrounding them. As most of the 

data collected for this study includes a timeframe leading to the election of Trump’s 

second term, the results of the study can be misleading and should be limited and 

understood as specific to one type of public. The highly engaged minority on Facebook 

and Instagram shape online discourse. Researching social networking sites is an 

unreliable way of measuring political popularity or support, as Trump was criticized in 

social media comments more than any other theme sought for study. He was, however, 

elected to office a second time, despite the predominant criticism of him by the online, 

commenting public.  

Visual political content in social media spaces is key to shaping the dominant 

narratives in political discourse, often displaying extreme polarity that is not a 

generalizable reflection of the ideologies of the American electorate. Those who do 

participate in online political discourse, a mere one percent of social media users, are 

incredibly critical, finding fault with both the president and the media that covers him.  

Media outlets are also positioned within the online partisan political conflict, as 

evidenced by the frequency with which social media commenters, especially Facebook 

commenters, directly criticize news outlets themselves. Significance is consistently 

negotiated in social media spaces, which not only function as a platform for news 

dissemination, but an outlet with comments shaped by deeply held beliefs and 

ideologies by the active, online American public. It should be made clear that news 
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images are not neutral, but are activators of identity. Identical political images do not 

always produce identical political meaning. Even the presentation of the same news 

image does not produce the same reaction from audiences. Rather, outlet context is 

shown to be partly responsible for shaping this online discourse. This meaning is 

constructed by social media platforms and outlet-specific news environments shaped by 

both identity and distrust. As political discourse continues to unfold within layered digital 

environments, examining the intersection of news imagery, identity, and platform 

context, will remain central to understanding communication in a contemporary 

democracy. 
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