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ABSTRACT

This study looks at how social media has influenced public political opinion and electoral
outcomes in Nigeria between 2015 and 2023, a stretch of time that covers three general election
cycles. Over this period, platforms such as Facebook, Twitter (now X), WhatsApp and TikTok
moved from being marginal add-ons to political life to becoming central spaces where Nigerians
access, share and argue over political information. Even so, there has been comparatively little
sustained research into exactly how these platforms shape voter opinion and behaviour in Nigeria
across successive elections rather than around a single campaign. Specifically, the study set out to
investigate how social media use shaped public political opinion in Nigeria between 2015 and
2023, with particular attention to agenda-setting and the formation of echo chambers, and to
examine how social media-driven disinformation influenced electoral outcomes across the 2015,
2019 and 2023 general elections. To make sense of the evidence gathered, the study draws on two
theoretical lenses: Agenda-Setting Theory and the Echo Chamber/Filter Bubble perspective. A
qualitative, documentary research design was adopted, drawing on peer-reviewed literature,
institutional reports and documented electoral cases rather than on data collected directly from
voters. The evidence points to a real and sustained influence of social media on political discourse
across all three election cycles studied, an influence that was strongest among younger, urban and
more educated Nigerians. Social media was used to mobilise supporters, circulate information and
build counter-narratives to official accounts, most visibly through the Obidient movement of the
2023 elections. At the same time, the same platforms were exploited to spread misinformation and
disinformation, which appears to have fed growing voter apathy and eroded public trust in the
electoral process. The study concludes that, while social media carries genuine democratic
potential, its actual effect on Nigerian elections is held back by low levels of digital literacy among
users, deliberate manipulation by political actors, and the tendency of platform design to reward
polarising rather than accurate content. It recommends closer collaboration between INEC, civil
society organisations and media literacy advocates in developing practical frameworks for

managing the influence of social media on Nigeria's electoral process.

Keywords: Social Media, Political Opinions, Electoral Outcomes, Nigeria, Voter Behaviour,
Misinformation, Digital Democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background to the Study

The question of how media shapes political behaviour has occupied political scientists and
communication scholars for as long as both fields have existed. From the earliest printing presses
through the rise of radio and television, every major shift in media technology has forced a fresh
round of research into how information reaches citizens and how that, in turn, shapes their
opinions, their participation and the outcomes of elections. The arrival of social media over the past

two decades is arguably the most consequential of these shifts since the printed book itself.

Social media can be understood as internet-based technology that allows users to create,
share and exchange information within online networks. Platforms such as Facebook, Twitter/X,
YouTube, Instagram, WhatsApp and TikTok have, in a remarkably short space of time, become
indispensable tools for political actors of every stripe. Where the older broadcast media worked on
a one-to-many model, with a handful of editors deciding what the public would see, social media

runs on a many-to-many logic in which almost anyone can take part in political conversation.

The years between 2015 and 2023 are a particularly useful window for studying this shift.
Over this period social media moved from being a supplementary source of political news to
becoming, in many contexts, the primary arena for political argument. The 2016 US presidential
election is widely treated as the moment this became impossible to ignore, and the Cambridge
Analytica revelations of 2018 showed just how easily data harvested from social media users could

be repurposed for targeted political messaging.

Beyond the United States, social media has been central to political events across the world
during this period, from the Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom to protest movements and
elections across Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East. In each of these settings, the

platforms have served simultaneously as tools of mobilisation and as channels for disinformation.

This research is grounded in a long tradition of scholarship on political communication and
media effects, particularly agenda-setting theory and the more recent literature on echo chambers
and filter bubbles. The concepts of the echo chamber and the filter bubble, associated with Pariser
(2011) and Sunstein (2017), capture something important about how the algorithms behind major
platforms work: they are built to maximise engagement, and in practice this tends to mean showing

people more of what they already believe rather than challenging them with alternative viewpoints.



Scholars disagree about how strong this effect really is, but there is broad agreement that it
contributes to political polarisation and the fragmentation of public debate.

Closely tied to this is the problem of misinformation and disinformation. The two terms are
not interchangeable: misinformation refers to false information shared without any intention to
deceive, while disinformation is created and spread deliberately to achieve a political end.
Research consistently shows that false information travels faster and further on social media than
accurate information, which has obvious implications for how well citizens can make informed

choices at the ballot box.

The 2015-2023 period also overlaps with a global rise in populist politics, from Donald
Trump in the United States to Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil and Viktor Orban in Hungary. In each case,
social media offered populist leaders a way to communicate directly with supporters, bypass
traditional media scrutiny and present themselves as outsiders challenging an entrenched

establishment.

On the African continent, which forms the geographical anchor of this study, social media
has played an equally visible role in shaping political opinion, mobilising voters and, in some
cases, inflaming ethnic or political tension. The rapid spread of mobile internet access across the
continent during this period brought tens of millions of new users into online political
conversation, while also creating new opportunities for governments and other actors to spread

propaganda or organise dissent through the same channels.

Taken together, these trends point to a broader shift: the rise of digital communication
technology, changes in how political campaigns are run, declining trust in mainstream media, and
growing concern about disinformation and foreign interference in elections. Running through all of
this is the recognition that social media is not a neutral space but a commercial and political one,
shaped by algorithms and business interests as much as by the people who use it. This study sets out

to examine these dynamics specifically within the Nigerian context between 2015 and 2023.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Social media now sits at the centre of political communication, and this has created
problems that cut to the heart of democratic practice. Social media does carry real democratising
potential: it can widen political participation, hold leaders more accountable and give citizens new
avenues for civic engagement. Yet the record between 2015 and 2023 tells a more complicated
story, one in which social media has just as often been used to degrade the quality of democratic

debate, distort public understanding of political reality and interfere with the conduct of elections.



One core problem this study engages with is the scale at which political disinformation now
spreads through social media. Unlike traditional broadcast media, where an editor typically filters
content before it reaches the public, social media platforms have historically rewarded engagement
and virality over accuracy. This has allowed politically motivated falsehoods and conspiracy
theories to circulate widely before they can be checked or corrected, leaving citizens uncertain
about basic facts, from candidates' positions to the mechanics of voting itself.

A related problem concerns the use of social media for cross-border interference in
domestic elections. Several documented cases between 2015 and 2023, most notably the Internet
Research Agency's disinformation campaign around the 2016 US election, show that social media
platforms can be weaponised as instruments of geopolitical contest. Comparable patterns have
surfaced in France, Germany, the United Kingdom and a number of African and Latin American

states, underlining how exposed democratic systems are to this kind of interference.

A further concern is the commercial use of political micro-targeting. The Cambridge
Analytica scandal revealed that political organisations had harvested the personal data of millions
of Facebook users without their knowledge, using it to build psychographic profiles that could be
exploited to send individually tailored political messages. Scholars still dispute how decisive
micro-targeting actually is in swaying votes, but its ethical implications for democratic
communication are not in serious doubt: when campaigns can target a voter's specific
psychological vulnerabilities, the traditional model of candidates addressing the electorate as a

whole is quietly undermined.

These problems do not play out uniformly. The extent to which social media damages or
supports democratic politics depends on a country's level of media literacy, the strength of its
institutions, the state of its media landscape and the particular affordances of the platforms in use.

While there is a substantial body of scholarship on social media and politics in general,
much of it remains concentrated on Western democracies and on single election cycles, leaving
significant gaps in our understanding of how social media's effects unfold in Nigeria specifically,
and how those effects change or persist across successive elections. This study responds to that gap

by examining the Nigerian case across three general election cycles, from 2015 to 2023.

1.3 Research Questions
This study is guided by the following research questions:

1. What role has social media played in shaping public political opinion in Nigeria between

2015 and 2023, and through what mechanisms has this influence operated?



2. In what ways have social media-driven phenomena, particularly the spread of
misinformation and disinformation, shaped electoral outcomes in Nigeria between 2015
and 2023?

1.4 Objectives of the Study
In line with the research questions above, this study sets out to:

3. Investigate how social media use shaped public political opinion in Nigeria between 2015
and 2023, with particular attention to agenda-setting, political framing, and the formation

of echo chambers.

4. Examine how social media-driven phenomena, especially the spread of disinformation,
influenced electoral outcomes in Nigeria across the 2015, 2019 and 2023 general

elections.

1.5 Significance of the Study

This research has both theoretical and practical value, and its relevance spans academic,
institutional, policy and civic concerns. Theoretically, it adds to the growing body of literature on
political communication in the digital era. By examining the relationship between social media use
and the shaping of political opinion over a longitudinal span of eight years, the study offers a
perspective that is comparatively rare in the existing literature, which tends to focus on single
campaigns or short-term dynamics. Tracing patterns across three election cycles makes it possible
to see trends that a snapshot study would miss, and the research contributes to ongoing debates
about how classical media-effects theories, such as agenda-setting, apply to the networked and

algorithmically driven environment of contemporary social media.

Practically, the study speaks to policymakers, INEC, civil society groups and social media
companies operating in Nigeria. Governments everywhere face the challenge of regulating social
media in ways that protect democratic norms without infringing on freedom of expression, and this
research offers empirical grounding that can inform decisions on political advertising, data

collection, civic education and platform governance.

The findings are also relevant to organisations working on democratic development, since
the study identifies specific risks that social media poses to the electoral process, including its
capacity to spread false information, dampen voter turnout and, in the worst cases, contribute to
electoral violence, while also pointing to its potential to boost civic participation, improve electoral

transparency and amplify marginalised voices.



Finally, the study carries civic significance. At a time when public trust in democratic
institutions and the media is declining in many parts of the world, an honest, evidence-based
account of how social media shapes Nigerian politics is of value not only to scholars but to the
wider public.



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Conceptual Review

This chapter reviews existing literature on the relationship between social media and public
political opinion and electoral behaviour in Nigeria, spanning the 2015 to 2023 period. It begins by
clarifying the key concepts underpinning the study, namely social media, public political opinion,
electoral behaviour and outcomes, and digital political communication, before moving on to the
theoretical framework, a review of empirical work in Nigeria and beyond, and a discussion of the

gaps this study addresses.

Social media has reshaped how politics is conducted, discussed and voted on in democratic
societies generally, and Nigeria is no exception. From the 2015 general election through to 2023,
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter/X, WhatsApp, Instagram, YouTube and Telegram have
become central to political campaigning, voter education, debate, mobilisation and opinion
formation. The literature broadly agrees that social media has widened youth participation in

politics while also exposing the electorate to misinformation, polarisation and manipulation.

2.2 Concept of Social Media

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) offer one of the most widely cited definitions of social media,
describing it as internet-based applications built on the ideological and technological foundations
of Web 2.0 that allow users to create and exchange content. In practical terms, this covers platforms
such as Facebook, Twitter/X, Instagram, WhatsApp and YouTube, all of which enable the creation
and sharing of content, ideas and information. For the purposes of this study, social media refers
specifically to how Nigerians use these platforms for political purposes, whether that is sharing

political news, taking part in online discussion, organising protests, or campaigning for candidates.

Political participation itself has a longer conceptual history. Verba, Nie and Kim (1978)
define it as the lawful acts of private citizens aimed, directly or indirectly, at influencing who
governs and what they do once in office. This covers activities ranging from voting and attending
rallies to debating politics online, supporting candidates on social media, and joining digital
campaigns. What distinguishes social media from older media is its speed, low cost, interactivity
and decentralised structure, which allows politicians to reach citizens directly. The same features,

however, make social media vulnerable to fake news, hate speech, propaganda and manipulation, a



vulnerability that was on full display in the 2023 Nigerian elections, where manipulated videos and
false endorsements circulated widely on Facebook, WhatsApp, TikTok and Twitter.

2.3 Public Political Opinion

Public political opinion can be described as the collective attitudes, beliefs and preferences
citizens hold about political leaders, parties, policies and the broader process of governance. It is
shaped by a mix of factors, including education, religion, ethnicity, economic status, media
exposure and social interaction, and social media has become an increasingly important influence
on how these opinions form and get expressed. Lippmann (1922) famously argued that public
opinion is largely built from the "pictures in people's heads" rather than from direct experience, a
claim that seems all the more relevant in an era where social media is often the main source of those

pictures.

Between 2015 and 2023, Nigerian public opinion was heavily shaped by online debate
around corruption, insecurity, unemployment, poor governance and electoral integrity. Hashtags,
trending topics, viral videos and influencers all played a role in shaping how the public perceived
candidates and parties, with the #£EndSARS movement standing out as one of the clearest examples
of social media's capacity to shift public sentiment. In this sense, political opinion in Nigeria is now
formed substantially through distributed digital interaction rather than through mainstream media

alone.

2.4 Electoral Behaviour and Outcomes

Electoral behaviour covers the full range of activities voters undertake before, during and
after elections, including registration, party affiliation, turnout and candidate choice, while
electoral outcomes refer to the final results, including who wins, turnout levels and the perceived
legitimacy of the process. In Nigeria, electoral behaviour has long been shaped by ethnicity,
religion, patronage politics and incumbency advantage, but since 2015 social media has become an

increasingly significant additional factor, particularly among younger and first-time urban voters.

During the 2015 general election, social media participation surged. Oso and Olayiwola
(2020) found that Nigeria's rate of election-related tweeting was ten times higher than during non-
election periods, with over 12.4 million election-related tweets recorded. This allowed candidates
to reach voters directly, bypassing traditional media gatekeepers, and Heinrich Boéll Stiftung
(2022) credits the APC's effective use of social media as a contributing factor in its unexpected

victory over the incumbent PDP.



The 2019 election saw continued growth in social media's political role, with Mamman
(2019) noting the increasing use of Facebook and Instagram by political parties. This cycle also
exposed the darker side of the technology: disinformation and false narratives were used to
manipulate voter opinion and discredit rivals (Oseni, 2021), deepening ethnic and religious
divisions already present in Nigerian politics.

By the 2023 presidential election, social media's role had grown further still. Igbinedion
and Ajisebiya (2023), drawing on Uses and Gratifications theory, found that voters' engagement
with political content on social media had a measurable effect on their preferences, with candidates
such as Peter Obi, Atiku Abubakar and Bola Ahmed Tinubu building large followings and using
hashtag campaigns to mobilise support (IRE Journals, 2023). Yet even as voter mobilisation
through social media advanced, the problem of misinformation persisted and, as Mamman (2019)
argues, this makes digital literacy, misinformation prevention and transparency in online political

discourse an increasingly urgent priority as Nigeria's democracy matures.

2.5 Digital Political Communication

Digital political communication refers to the use of internet technology and digital media
for political messaging, campaigning and engagement between political actors and citizens,
spanning social media, websites, blogs, livestreams, podcasts and messaging apps. It differs from
traditional political communication in being more interactive, immediate, personalised and
decentralised, allowing candidates to reach voters without depending on mainstream media

institutions.

Nigeria's 2015 presidential election offers an early example of how effectively digital
communication could be deployed by the two dominant parties, the APC and PDP. By 2019 and
especially 2023, platforms such as Twitter, WhatsApp, Facebook and Instagram had become the
primary battlegrounds for political campaigns. While digital communication has clearly expanded
voter awareness and participation, it has just as clearly enabled misinformation, emotional
manipulation, echo chambers and, at times, online political violence, making it a technology that is

simultaneously democratising and disruptive depending on how it is used.

2.6 Theoretical Framework

This study draws on two related theories to make sense of the evidence gathered: Agenda-
Setting Theory and the Echo Chamber/Filter Bubble perspective.



2.6.1 Agenda-Setting Theory

Agenda-Setting Theory, associated with McCombs and Shaw (1972), holds that media may
not tell people what to think, but it exerts considerable influence over what people think about, by
determining which issues receive attention. On social media, this agenda-setting function operates
through trending hashtags, viral posts, repeated narratives and influencer-driven campaigns, all of
which shape which political issues rise to prominence among voters and, by extension, which

issues feature in national political debate.

The theory has faced several criticisms. It arguably overstates media's control over
audience attention, since people interpret content differently depending on their background and
beliefs; it explains what people think about more than how they think or vote; and in a decentralised
social media environment where users, rather than editors, often set the agenda, its traditional top-
down logic requires some updating. It also has relatively little to say about the specific effects of

misinformation.
2.6.2 Echo Chamber and Filter Bubble Theory

Developed by Pariser (2011) and further elaborated by Sunstein (2017), this theory
describes the tendency of algorithm-driven platforms to surround users with content that confirms
their existing beliefs rather than challenging them. This matters for the present study because it
offers a plausible explanation for the political polarisation and fragmentation of public discourse

that has been observed in Nigerian social media use.

Critics of the theory point out that not everyone experiences platforms this way: people
frequently encounter cross-cutting views on social media, whether through arguments in comment
sections or content shared by people outside their usual networks, and the strength of the echo
chamber effect appears to vary considerably by platform, topic and individual behaviour. Even
with these caveats, the theory remains a useful lens for understanding how platform design can

reinforce, rather than bridge, existing political divisions.

2.7 Empirical Review

The growth of social media has generated substantial academic debate about its
implications for democracy. Supporters argue that it empowers citizens by lowering the cost of
communication, organisation and mobilisation, while critics point to its role in spreading
misinformation, deepening polarisation and encouraging low-commitment forms of activism, or

what Morozov (2011) calls slacktivism.



At the international level, Castells (2012), Shirky (2011) and Tufekci (2017) have
documented social media's capacity to bypass traditional media gatekeepers, build alternative
narratives and challenge established power structures, citing movements such as the Arab Spring,
Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter as evidence. The Civic Voluntarism Model developed
by Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995) is also relevant here, since it identifies resources,
engagement and recruitment as the key drivers of political participation, all of which social media
makes considerably cheaper to acquire.

Within Africa, digital activism is frequently understood as a response to constrained civic
space. Bosch (2017) argues that social media creates alternative narratives in postcolonial
democracies and helps drive youth-led activism. In Nigeria specifically, a modest but growing
body of work (Madueke et al., 2017; Odoemelam and Adibe, 2011) has examined social media's
role during election periods, though there remains room for further research, particularly work that

tracks change across multiple election cycles rather than a single campaign.

The #EndSARS protests of 2020 are often treated as a turning point in this literature.
Conducted largely through Twitter and Instagram, the protests demonstrated social media's
capacity not just to rally crowds but to shape national political debate while bypassing traditional

media gatekeeping altogether.

Existing literature also points to social media's growing role in direct communication
between citizens and politicians in Nigeria, replacing some of the functions once served by
newspapers and television. Adebiyi and Ajibola find that social media is now the primary source of
political information for more than half of young Nigerians, and that many of them view it as more
credible than traditional media, even though the same platforms have also been used to spread
misleading information and hate speech.

The challenges are well documented. Lawal and Momoh (2018) found that social media
played a significant role in spreading political propaganda and hate speech during the 2015
election, while Okpala and Emejulu (2023) highlight the continued spread of calls to violence
around election periods. Other studies point to the digital divide, rooted in unequal access to
infrastructure, education and, in some cases, gender-based barriers, as a factor that limits both the
extent and the form of political participation that social media enables, and caution that increased
awareness through social media does not automatically translate into offline political action
(Zhuravskaya et al., 2020).

Much of this literature examines social media's political role in general terms, without

giving sustained attention to how it operates specifically within Nigeria's unique political
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environment across its Fourth Republic (2015 to 2023). It is this gap that the present study aims to
address.

2.8 Studies on Social Media Influence in Nigeria (2015-2023)

Nigeria underwent a significant shift in political communication between 2015 and 2023,
with social media emerging as the leading tool for political participation, voter mobilisation,
campaign communication, opinion formation and election monitoring. The rise of Facebook,
Twitter/X, WhatsApp, Instagram, YouTube, Telegram and TikTok shifted the centre of gravity in

Nigerian political communication from conventional to digital media.

The 2015 election is often described as Nigeria's first genuine "social media election". In
the contest between incumbent President Goodluck Jonathan (PDP) and General Muhammadu
Buhari (APC), social media was used intensively for campaigning, propaganda and voter
mobilisation. Obono (2016) links this development to rising mobile phone penetration, growing
internet access and increasing political consciousness among Nigerian youth, all of which allowed
activists to bypass conventional media barriers and communicate directly with voters. Obono's
research also suggests that social media contributed meaningfully to the defeat of the incumbent
government by amplifying opposition messaging and mobilising a highly active youth base, even
as it simultaneously became a vehicle for propaganda and misinformation that deepened political

polarisation.

The 2019 election saw a more sophisticated use of social media, with WhatsApp groups,
Facebook pages and Twitter campaigns used for micro-targeting, voter persuasion and information
diffusion, and political actors increasingly relying on digital influencers and sponsored content.
Chukwu (2025) finds that across the 2015, 2019 and 2023 elections social media consistently
increased political awareness and youth involvement, while also playing a significant role in the

spread of misinformation and political polarisation.

The 2023 general election represented the high point of digital political participation to
date, driven in large part by the surge in youth political consciousness following the #EndSARS
protests. Suleiman and Peter (2025) observe that social media substantially increased political
awareness, civic activism and youth voting behaviour, pointing to a broader shift towards
decentralised, real-time civic engagement through platforms including Facebook, X, WhatsApp,
Instagram and Telegram. The candidacy of Peter Obi of the Labour Party illustrates this shift
particularly clearly: his youth-led online campaign, built around issue-based politics, digital
activism and crowdfunding, drew significant international attention, including coverage from
Reuters and Wired.
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The 2023 elections also underscored the risks of digital political communication. Reuters
(2023) documented the widespread circulation of fake news, manipulated videos and false
endorsements across Facebook, TikTok, WhatsApp and Twitter, some of which found its way into
mainstream media and fuelled public mistrust of INEC. Akporue and Efebeh (2024) similarly
found that while social media strengthened political communication and youth involvement in the
2023 elections, it also intensified polarisation, digital manipulation and political hostility,
illustrating the dual-edged nature of the technology's effect on electoral integrity. Ayeni's (2024)
study of the 2023 National Assembly election in Karu, FCT, adds an important qualification:
despite high youth engagement on social media, electoral outcomes did not always track online
activity, suggesting that offline factors such as incumbency and local political dynamics continued
to shape results. Morah and Nwafor (2024) reach a similar conclusion, finding that tribal, religious
and party politics remained influential in the 2023 presidential election alongside, rather than
displaced by, social media.

Taken together, this body of work shows that social media has transformed Nigerian
elections by expanding voter education, broadening participation and mobilisation, especially
among young people, while also creating persistent challenges around misinformation, hate speech
and digital polarisation. The interplay between these opposing effects is central to understanding

the role of social media in contemporary Nigerian democracy.

2.9 Summary of Literature Gaps

The existing literature has given considerable attention to the relationship between social
media, political communication and political participation, both globally and within Africa.
Scholars such as Manuel Castells, Clay Shirky and Zeynep Tufekci have drawn attention to digital
media's broader significance for democratic participation and political mobilisation, arguing that
social media offers citizens avenues for political engagement outside traditional media structures.
Within Nigeria specifically, researchers such as K. Obono, Obinna Johnkennedy Chukwu,
Abubakar Sodeeq Suleiman and Doris Ngozi Morah have examined social media's role in the 2015,
2019 and 2023 elections, generally confirming its considerable influence on political awareness,

online civic engagement and youth participation.

Several gaps nonetheless remain. First, much existing research focuses on a single election
cycle, usually 2015 or 2023, without offering a sustained comparative account of how social
media's influence has evolved across the three cycles between 2015 and 2023. Second, relatively
few studies examine the joint effect of social media on both opinion formation and electoral

outcomes together; most concentrate on voter mobilisation without linking it clearly to electoral
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results. Third, while the democratic potential of social media, in terms of political awareness, voter
education and youth mobilisation, is well recognised, its risks, including misinformation, echo
chamber effects, digital propaganda and polarisation, have received comparatively less sustained
scholarly attention within the Nigerian context.

A fourth gap concerns the #EndSARS protests of 2020: there remains limited empirical
work on how the online activism generated by this movement subsequently shaped youth political
consciousness, voting patterns and participation in the 2023 general election. Fifth, much of the
existing literature adopts a largely descriptive approach and draws on a single communication
theory rather than combining multiple frameworks, such as Agenda-Setting and Echo Chamber
theory, to examine Nigeria's socio-political environment. Finally, most previous research
concentrates on urban internet users and politically active youth, while giving less attention to rural
populations, older citizens and those who remain digitally excluded, whose political behaviour

may differ meaningfully from the more visible online population.

This study aims to address these gaps by examining the role of social media in shaping
public political opinion and electoral outcomes in Nigeria across the 2015, 2019 and 2023 election
cycles, with particular attention to how misinformation, youth participation, digital activism and

opinion formation have interacted and evolved over this period.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

This chapter sets out the methodology adopted for the study. It explains the reasoning
behind the research design, the data used, the procedures for collecting and analysing that data, and
the ethical considerations that informed the process. Every choice described here was made in
direct service of the study's research questions and objectives.

3.1 Theoretical Framework

The study is anchored in the two theories introduced in Chapter Two, Agenda-Setting
Theory and Echo Chamber/Filter Bubble theory, which together provide a workable lens for
analysing the connection between social media use and political outcomes in Nigeria. Agenda-
Setting Theory, developed by McCombs and Shaw in the early 1970s, helps explain how social
media, alongside journalists and editors, determines which political issues rise to public
prominence through the viral spread of narratives by politically engaged users. Echo Chamber and
Filter Bubble theory, developed by Pariser and later Sunstein, helps explain the tendency of
algorithm-driven platforms to reinforce users' existing beliefs, a dynamic closely tied to the

polarisation and fragmentation of political discourse observed in Nigeria over the study period.

3.2 Hypotheses

The study is guided by two hypotheses, each corresponding to one of the two research

objectives set out in Chapter One.

H1: Social media significantly shaped public political opinion in Nigeria between 2015 and
2023 through agenda-setting and echo chamber effects.

H2: The spread of disinformation through social media between 2015 and 2023

significantly affected the integrity of electoral outcomes in Nigeria.

3.3 Research Design

The study adopts a qualitative research design guided by an interpretivist perspective. This
approach fits the research questions well, since they are concerned with how social media
constructs political meaning, opinion and behaviour within a specific context, rather than with
measuring how frequently social media is used. A qualitative approach allows for the kind of in-

depth, context-sensitive analysis that a purely quantitative design would struggle to provide.
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Within this broad design, the study combines a case study approach with descriptive
documentary analysis. The case study element allows the researcher to examine how social media
has shaped political outcomes in specific Nigerian elections in depth, while the documentary
analysis element supports a thorough review of the secondary literature, reports and case material
that make up the study's evidence base.

3.4 Methods of Data Collection

Data for this study was drawn entirely from secondary sources through a systematic
documentary review; no data was collected directly from human participants. The process began
with searches of established academic databases, including JSTOR, Google Scholar, Web of
Science, Scopus and EBSCO Academic Search Complete, using search terms built around social
media, political opinion, elections, disinformation and electoral integrity, in combination with

Nigeria and the relevant years between 2015 and 2023.

Beyond academic databases, targeted searches were also conducted on the websites of
relevant research institutions, including the Oxford Internet Institute, the Reuters Institute for the
Study of Journalism, the Computational Propaganda Research Project, Freedom House, the
Electoral Integrity Project, and relevant Nigerian government and institutional websites. All
material gathered was organised systematically using reference management software according to
the themes of the study.

3.5 The Study Area

The primary focus of this study is Nigeria, examined across its 2015, 2019 and 2023
general elections. Where useful, the study draws on two well-documented international cases, the
2016 United States presidential election and the 2016 Brexit referendum together with the 2019
UK general election, both of which are extensively researched and offer a useful point of
comparison for situating the Nigerian evidence within a broader global pattern. These two cases are
used strictly for context and comparison; they are not treated as core sites of primary analysis in the

way that the three Nigerian elections are.

3.6 Methods of Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted primarily through thematic analysis, supplemented by case
analysis. Thematic analysis followed a four-stage process: an initial, immersive reading of the
gathered material to generate candidate themes; a combination of deductive and inductive coding

of themes and evidence; the grouping of codes under broader thematic headings; and a final stage
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of evaluating and testing those themes against the full body of evidence gathered. This process

produced the analytical framework used to present the findings in Chapter Four.

The case analysis was used to trace how social media's political influence played out across

the three Nigerian elections under study, drawing comparisons where useful with the international

cases discussed in section 3.5. Throughout, the analysis maintained a critical, self-reflexive

posture, actively seeking out evidence that might challenge rather than simply confirm the study's

working assumptions.

3.7 Logical Data Framework (LDF)

The table below sets out the logical data framework guiding the study, linking each

research question to its corresponding hypothesis, the key variables involved, the empirical

indicators used to assess those variables, and the methods of data collection and analysis applied.

outcomes.

civil society reports.

Research Question Hypothesis Key Variables Empirical Indicators Method
RQ1: What role has social H1: Social media X: Exposure to political Frequency of political Themati
media played in shaping significantly shaped public content on social media content consumption; compar
public political opinion in political opinion through platforms. Y: Public shifts in expressed opinion; | of docu
Nigeria (2015-2023), and agenda-setting and echo political opinion formation | prevalence of echo evidenc
through what mechanisms? chamber effects. and polarisation. chamber behaviour.

RQ2: In what ways has social | H2: The spread of X: Volume and reach of Documented Case an
media-driven disinformation | disinformation through social | disinformation campaigns. | disinformation cases; post- | hypothe
shaped electoral outcomes in | media significantly affected Y: Electoral outcomes, election audit and fact- against
Nigeria (2015-2023)? the integrity of electoral voter trust and turnout. check findings; INEC and | electoral

Source: Author's Compilation from Secondary Sources, 2026

This framework makes explicit the internal logic of the study's methodology, linking each

research question to its corresponding hypothesis, the variables to be analysed, and the methods

used to collect and analyse the relevant data, ensuring that every part of the methodology connects

directly back to the research questions and objectives set out in Chapter One.
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CHAPTER FOUR

DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents, analyses and discusses the data gathered for this study, organised
around the study's two research questions. Sections 4.2 and 4.3 examine the mechanisms through
which social media shapes political opinion and the electoral cases that best illustrate them.
Sections 4.4 and 4.5 look at two phenomena of particular importance to the Nigerian case:
disinformation and data-driven micro-targeting. Section 4.6 considers the contextual factors that
shape how these dynamics play out, since social media does not operate the same way in every
setting. Section 4.7 tests the study's hypotheses directly against the evidence, and sections 4.8 and
4.9 offer a discussion and summary of the findings. All data analysed here was drawn from
secondary sources, spanning the three Nigerian general elections of 2015, 2019 and 2023, each

more digitalised than the one before it, and this chapter traces how that shift unfolded.

4.2 Social Media and Political Opinion Formation: Mechanisms and Evidence

Understanding how social media shapes political opinion requires more than
acknowledging that it does so; it requires identifying how. Two mechanisms, well established in
the literature, are especially relevant to the Nigerian case: agenda-setting and the echo chamber

effect. Each is examined in turn below.
4.2.1 Agenda-Setting in the Social Media Age

McCombs and Shaw (1972) argue that media does not tell people what to think but is highly
effective at telling them what to think about, through the selection and emphasis of certain issues
over others. Traditionally, this agenda-setting function ran from journalists and editors to a
relatively passive audience. Social media disrupts this pattern considerably, with clear

consequences for Nigerian political opinion formation.

Agenda-setting power on social media is far more diffuse than in the traditional model.
Anyone with a sufficiently large following or enough engagement can push an issue onto the public
agenda: a single viral tweet, a widely shared Facebook post, or a trending hashtag on X can raise a
political issue to public attention as effectively as, or more effectively than, front-page newspaper
coverage. This has allowed issues such as police brutality, fuel subsidy policy and the conduct of
electoral authorities to gain public traction online well before receiving comparable coverage in the

mainstream press.
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At the same time, this same openness allows well-resourced political actors to manufacture
the appearance of prominence around particular issues. During the 2023 presidential campaign, for
example, the "Obidient" movement supporting Peter Obi showed a remarkable ability to dominate
trending topics, creating an impression of overwhelming popular support that shaped the online
political agenda for an extended period (Agwu and Okolie, 2023).

Agenda-setting through social media in Nigeria is also shaped by unequal access.
Smartphone ownership, the cost of mobile data and literacy levels all affect who gets to participate
in online political debate, meaning the agenda set on social media tends to reflect the priorities of
educated, younger, urban Nigerians rather than the electorate as a whole. The gap between social
media sentiment and actual voting patterns in rural and northern areas during the 2023 election

illustrates this disconnect clearly.

Election Cycle Dominant Platforms Key Online Agenda Topics Observed Offline Impact
2015 Facebook, BBM, Twitter “Change” narrative; corruption Strong link between online
allegations against Jonathan; APC organising and urban youth
“broom” symbolism turnout
2019 WhatsApp, Facebook, Bubhari’s health; Atiku’s economic Misinformation about results
Twitter, YouTube promises; INEC independence fuelled online suspicion of
INEC
2023 Twitter/X, TikTok, Obidient campaign; rise of the Urban-rural gap exposed as
WhatsApp, Instagram Labour Party; subsidy controversy; online agenda diverged from
BVAS disputes final results

Table 4.1: Social Media Agenda-Setting Across Nigerian Elections, 2015-2023

Table 4.1 traces how the social media agenda evolved across the three elections under
study. It is worth noting that the strength of the link between the online agenda and the eventual
outcome was not constant: in 2015 there was a reasonably close correlation between social media
sentiment and the final result, but by 2023 a strong and sustained online agenda around one
candidate did not translate into victory. This raises important questions about the limits of agenda-
setting through social media in a country as large and diverse as Nigeria, a point taken up further in
section 4.6.

4.2.2 Echo Chambers and Political Polarisation

The echo chamber effect describes the tendency of social media users to seek out and be
surrounded by content that reinforces their existing political beliefs, rather than being exposed to
competing viewpoints. Sunstein (2017) argues that this pattern is not accidental but follows
naturally from how social networks are structured and from users' own preferences for familiar

sources of information.
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Evidence from Nigeria bears this out. Political conversation on Nigerian social media is
heavily segmented along ethnic, regional and party lines. Analysis of Twitter activity during the
2019 and 2023 election periods shows a marked degree of clustering among pro-APC, pro-PDP
and pro-Labour Party accounts, with limited engagement across these clusters (Sobowale and
Adeyemi, 2022). Rather than fostering a shared national political conversation, social media in
Nigeria appears to sustain several largely separate, self-reinforcing conversations running in

parallel.

This picture should not be overstated. Echo chambers are rarely fully sealed, and Nigerian
political discourse online is often marked by vigorous, sometimes hostile, cross-cutting argument
between people with different views. Still, the weight of the evidence suggests that the design of
these platforms, and the way people tend to use them, favours the reinforcement of existing
political preferences over genuine exchange, which is not a minor concern in a country with
Nigeria's history of ethnic and regional political tension. Oladapo and Fagbemi (2023) add that
political discussion on Nigerian social media tends to be dominated by negative, emotionally
charged content aimed at discrediting opponents rather than debating policy, a global pattern that

carries particular risk where ethnic and regional identity are already politically charged.

4.3 Social Media and Electoral Outcomes: Case Analysis

Building on the mechanisms discussed above, this section examines specific electoral cases
in which social media's effect on outcomes has been studied. It begins with two well-documented
international cases, the 2016 US presidential election and the Brexit referendum together with the

2019 UK general election, before turning to the three Nigerian elections at the centre of this study.
4.3.1 The 2016 United States Presidential Election

The 2016 US presidential election remains the most extensively researched case of social
media's influence on an electoral outcome. Two dimensions have attracted particular scholarly
attention: the Trump campaign's organic use of social media, and the deliberate interference

conducted by Russian-linked accounts.

Trump's use of Twitter was distinctive in allowing direct, unfiltered contact with
supporters, generating substantial earned media coverage in the process; Stroud (2017) estimates
this coverage was worth roughly two billion dollars over the campaign. The Mueller Report (2019)
and subsequent scholarship documented a parallel and deliberate effort by Russia's Internet
Research Agency, which ran coordinated campaigns across Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and

YouTube aimed at deepening political divisions and shaping the contest, reaching an estimated 126
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million Americans (Jamieson, 2018). Whether this intervention was decisive for the outcome
remains genuinely contested, but the episode established beyond doubt that social media is a viable
channel for large-scale political influence operations, a lesson not lost on political actors in Nigeria
and elsewhere in Africa.

4.3.2 The Brexit Referendum and the 2019 UK General Election

The 2016 Brexit referendum offers a second internationally significant case. Two aspects
are especially relevant for the Nigerian context: the use of emotionally compelling but misleading

claims, and the practice of data-driven micro-targeting through social media.

The Leave campaign's widely circulated claim that the UK sent £350 million a week to the
EU, money it suggested could instead fund the National Health Service, was repeatedly fact-
checked and found to be misleading, yet it spread on social media considerably faster than the
corrections that followed. Benkler, Faris and Roberts (2018) describe this imbalance, between the
speed of misleading claims and the slower pace of correction, as a defining feature of social-media-
era political communication, and a similar pattern recurs in the Nigerian cases discussed below.
The 2019 UK general election extended this pattern through extensive Facebook micro-targeting
of specific constituencies, with Bradshaw and Howard (2019) documenting systematic misleading

messaging during the campaign.
4.3.3 Electoral Politics and Social Media in Nigeria (2015-2023)

The three Nigerian general elections held between 2015 and 2023 form the primary
evidence base for this study, each unfolding against a backdrop of rapid growth in social media
penetration. Nigeria's internet user base grew from roughly 97 million to more than 155 million
over this period (Statista, 2023), with WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter/X and TikTok

each playing a role at different points.

The 2015 election was the first in which social media played a clearly supportive
campaigning role. The APC, under Muhammadu Buhari, used Twitter, Facebook and BlackBerry
Messenger in a more sophisticated way than the incumbent PDP, spreading a message of change
and mobilising urban, younger voters. While many factors shaped the outcome, social media's role

in consolidating the anti-incumbency urban vote is well documented (Abubakar, 2016).

The 2019 election saw a more troubling pattern emerge, with large volumes of
disinformation spreading through WhatsApp, Facebook and Twitter both before and on election
day. Adeyemi and Ibrahim (2020) recorded more than 200 distinct disinformation incidents during

the campaign, including fabricated claims about President Buhari's health that culminated in the
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"Jubril from Sudan" conspiracy theory, which reached millions of Nigerians and required an
official presidential denial.

The 2023 election introduced new dynamics, most notably the rise of Peter Obi's Labour
Party as a credible third force, driven substantially by social media engagement. The Obidient
movement built a highly visible presence on Twitter, Instagram and TikTok, generating millions of
views under the #OBIdient hashtag and outperforming rival candidates on most social media
metrics. Yet the election result told a different story: Obi placed third, performing strongly in the
South-East and among urban youth but ultimately unable to convert his online following into a
national electoral majority, a gap between digital engagement and voting outcomes that raises

important questions taken up further in section 4.8.

Election Social Media Role Key Platforms Outcome Assessment

2015 APC digital mobilisation; change Facebook, Twitter, BBM, Supported but did not solely

narrative; anti-Jonathan content

WhatsApp

determine APC victory; strong
correlation with urban youth vote

surge; platform-driven momentum

Instagram, WhatsApp

2019 Disinformation surge; false health WhatsApp, Facebook, Undermined electoral credibility;
claims; fabricated result Twitter disinformation reached millions
announcements

2023 Obidient movement; third-party Twitter/X, TikTok, Social media overstated Labour

Party support; gap between online

momentum and final result

Table 4.3: Social Media and Nigerian General Elections, 2015-2023

Table 4.3 shows a steady rise in social media's presence across all three election cycles,
even as the relationship between that presence and the eventual outcome grew less predictable. In
2015, social media appeared to reinforce and reflect a political shift that was also visible in the vote
itself; by 2023, social media had generated a great deal of political activity that did not translate
directly into votes. This distinction matters for any honest assessment of social media's real effect
on Nigerian electoral outcomes, as opposed to its effect on political activity more broadly.

4.4 Disinformation Campaigns and Their Electoral Consequences

Disinformation, the deliberate creation and spread of false or misleading information, has
become one of the defining problems of contemporary electoral politics, and Nigeria offers a
particularly clear illustration of this among African countries. This section examines the nature,

scope and consequences of disinformation across the three Nigerian elections under study.

It is worth drawing a clear analytical distinction between misinformation, which spreads

without the sharer necessarily knowing it is false, and disinformation, which is created and shared
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with deliberate intent to deceive. In practice, the line often blurs: disinformation seeded by a
political actor can spread further as misinformation once ordinary users, unaware of its origin or
intent, begin sharing it. The result, regardless of intent, is a polluted information environment in
which distinguishing true from false becomes genuinely difficult.

Between 2015 and 2023, disinformation in Nigerian elections took several recurring forms.
The first is fabricated visual content, including doctored images and edited video used to
misrepresent events. In 2019, for instance, a widely shared photograph purporting to show ballot
box stuffing was later confirmed by fact-checkers to have been taken in another country entirely,
but not before it had been reshared hundreds of thousands of times (Africa Check, 2019).

A second form involves coordinated inauthentic behaviour, in which networks of fake
accounts and paid social media operatives promote particular narratives, manufacture the
appearance of consensus, or drown out opposing voices. Analysis of Nigerian Twitter activity
during the 2023 election identified clusters of accounts showing coordinated creation dates and
near-identical posting behaviour, largely dedicated to amplifying content favourable to specific
candidates (Okafor and Nwosu, 2023).

A third form centres on health and identity claims designed to exploit existing fears and
biases, of which the "Jubril from Sudan" conspiracy around President Buhari's health is the most
extreme example, though far from the only one; the 2023 election cycle saw comparable

disinformation circulate around Bola Tinubu's age and academic credentials.

Type of Disinformation Examples (2015-2023) Estimated Reach/Impact
Fabricated visual content Doctored ballot-stuffing images (2019); fake | Millions of shares; often viral
INEC result sheets before correction

Coordinated inauthentic Bot networks amplifying party messaging Artificially inflated trending

behaviour (2019, 2023) topics and engagement
counts

Health/identity “Jubril from Sudan” conspiracy (2019); Required official presidential

disinformation Tinubu certificate claims (2023) denial; shaped voter
perception

Fake electoral Fabricated INEC results circulated before Caused confusion, premature

announcements official declaration celebration and protest

Table 4.4: Forms and Examples of Electoral Disinformation in Nigeria, 2015-2023

Measuring the precise electoral impact of any single disinformation campaign is genuinely
difficult, since voting decisions are shaped by many overlapping factors. What the evidence does

show clearly is that the cumulative effect of disinformation extends well beyond any individual
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voter's decision: it erodes trust in the electoral system, makes it harder for citizens to separate
legitimate criticism from fabrication, and contributes to a broader sense of disillusionment with the
political process. In a context where trust in INEC and the political system was already fragile
before every election examined in this study, these effects arguably matter more than any single
instance of vote-switching that disinformation might have caused.

4.5 Data-Driven Micro-Targeting and Voter Manipulation

Micro-targeting refers to the use of detailed personal data, spanning demographics,
preferences, online behaviour and psychographic profiling, to deliver political messages tailored to
influence specific individuals. The Cambridge Analytica scandal, which broke in 2018, revealed
that data harvested without consent from 87 million Facebook accounts had been used to build
psychographic profiles later deployed in both the 2016 US presidential campaign and the Brexit

referendum.

Nigeria's own connection to this story emerged in 2018, when reporting revealed that the
SCL Group, Cambridge Analytica's parent company, had been involved in Nigerian political
campaigns, including the APC's 2015 presidential campaign (Channel 4 News, 2018). The precise
extent of this involvement remains disputed, and the APC has denied that it played a decisive role,
but the episode confirmed that data-driven micro-targeting of Nigerian voters is not a theoretical
risk but something that has already happened, involving international firms with the relevant

technical capacity.

Micro-targeting through social media advertising tools has since become more routine and
is no longer confined to a single high-profile scandal. Facebook's advertising platform, which
allows campaigns to target users along detailed demographic and behavioural lines, was used by all
major Nigerian political campaigns in the 2019 and 2023 elections, with political consultants
confirming targeting by state, local government area, age, language and even political affiliation
(Premium Times, 2023). WhatsApp, which supports less granular targeting than Facebook, was

instead used for constituency- and ward-level group messaging.

What distinguishes micro-targeting from older forms of targeted political messaging is less
its existence than its opacity. A billboard or television advert is visible to everyone and can be
publicly rebutted; a micro-targeted social media advertisement reaches only its intended audience,
largely shielded from public scrutiny, fact-checking or rebuttal by opponents. In a context like
Nigeria's, where campaign finance disclosure and advertising oversight remain weak, this opacity

carries real risks for electoral accountability.
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4.6 Contextual Factors Moderating Social Media's Political Effects

Social media's political influence is not uniform across countries or elections; it is shaped
by a range of contextual factors that determine how these platforms function within particular
socio-political settings. Three such factors are examined here: media literacy, institutional

strength, and platform penetration.
4.6.1 Media Literacy and Digital Citizenship

Media literacy, understood as the ability to access, analyse, evaluate and produce media
content, including the ability to identify disinformation and assess the credibility of online sources,
is one of the clearest determinants of whether social media's political influence is constructive or
damaging. In Nigeria, media literacy varies considerably across demographics, geography and
education level. Even among more educated urban Nigerians, who tend to have greater access to
fact-checking resources, research suggests that awareness is often outpaced by the sheer volume
and speed of disinformation during election periods. A 2022 UNESCO report found that only about
30 percent of Nigerian social media users were aware of the country's main fact-checking
organisations, Africa Check, Dubawa and FactCheckHub, despite the volume of material these

organisations produced during election periods.

This has direct implications for how political content behaves online. In settings with
higher media literacy, political claims are more likely to be scrutinised and corrected quickly,
which slows the spread of disinformation. In Nigeria, where large numbers of social media users
have limited exposure to fact-checking resources and are exposed to a high volume of political
content during elections, disinformation has considerably more room to shape opinion before it can

be corrected.
4.6.2 Institutional Strength and Regulatory Environment

The resilience of political institutions, including electoral commissions, courts, regulatory
bodies and independent media, is a key factor shaping how much damage social media
disinformation and manipulation can do to an electoral process. Strong institutions provide
credible alternative sources of information, resolve electoral disputes, and hold political actors

accountable for online conduct.

Nigeria's institutional picture here is mixed. Since 2015, INEC has strengthened its
capacity in some respects, notably through the introduction of the Bimodal Voter Accreditation
System (BVAS) in 2023, designed specifically to counter the kind of result falsification that had
previously been amplified by social media disinformation, and the judiciary has shown a

willingness to hear disputes over electoral conduct, as seen in the closely watched tribunal hearings
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following the 2023 elections. At the same time, Nigeria still lacks meaningful regulation of
political advertising on social media, unlike the UK, where such advertising must be clearly
identified and disclosed. Agencies such as NITDA and the NBC have limited capacity to monitor
or regulate political advertising and disinformation online, and legislative efforts to address this
gap have repeatedly stalled amid legitimate concerns about freedom of expression, concerns
sharpened by a history of security legislation being used to silence online critics.

4.6.3 Platform Penetration and Demographic Variables

Social media's political influence is also shaped by how widely a given platform has spread
within a population. Despite its rapid growth, social media penetration in Nigeria remains uneven,
which complicates any straightforward reading of the relationship between online activity and

voting outcomes.

Of the roughly 93.5 million Nigerians eligible to vote in 2023, a considerable share were
older, rural voters concentrated in northern states with comparatively low internet penetration. This
helps explain, at least in part, why the candidate who dominated social media discourse did not
win: the Obidient movement was highly effective at mobilising urban youth but had far less reach
among the demographic groups that ultimately delivered Tinubu's majority. This is not to say
social media had no bearing on the 2023 result, only that its influence was concentrated within
specific demographic and regional segments of the electorate rather than distributed evenly across
the country. As internet access continues to expand and Nigeria's electorate skews younger and
more connected, this moderating effect is likely to weaken over time, but for the period examined
in this study it remains a significant factor shaping how far social media's influence actually

extends.

4.7 Testing the Study's Hypotheses Against the Evidence

Two hypotheses were set out in Chapter Three. This section tests each against the evidence

presented in sections 4.2 to 4.6.

Hypothesis One (H1) proposed that social media significantly shaped public political
opinion in Nigeria between 2015 and 2023 through agenda-setting and echo chamber effects. This
hypothesis is supported by the evidence. Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2 show that social media has
functioned as an effective agenda-setter in Nigerian political discourse since 2015, and that the
structural features of these platforms have contributed to political polarisation along ethnic,

regional and party lines. Election-specific evidence in section 4.3.3 reinforces this pattern, while
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section 4.6 shows that this influence is not uniform but is mediated by media literacy, institutional
strength and platform penetration.

Hypothesis Two (H2) proposed that the spread of disinformation through social media
between 2015 and 2023 significantly affected the integrity of electoral outcomes in Nigeria. This
hypothesis is also supported. Section 4.4 documents the persistent presence of disinformation
across all three election cycles, spanning fabricated visual content, coordinated inauthentic
behaviour, and health and identity disinformation. The "Jubril from Sudan" episode during the
2019 cycle is a particularly telling case: it reached millions of Nigerians and forced a direct
presidential denial, demonstrating disinformation's capacity to shape public perception at a
national scale. The disinformation tracking conducted by Adeyemi and Ibrahim (2020), discussed
in section 4.4, further shows that Nigerians who relied heavily on social media for political
information expressed less confidence in the credibility of the 2019 election result than those who

relied primarily on traditional media.

4.8 Discussion of Findings

The evidence gathered in this chapter offers a fuller and more layered picture of the
relationship between social media, political opinion and electoral outcomes in Nigeria between
2015 and 2023 than either side of the wider public debate typically allows: the evidence does not
support the claim that social media single-handedly determines political outcomes, nor does it

support dismissing its influence as overstated.

The clearest finding is that social media's main political effect in Nigeria has been to
reshape the nature and quality of the political information environment itself. Political debate in
Nigeria has become faster, more voluminous and more emotionally charged as a direct
consequence of social media use, giving citizens an unprecedented ability to engage in political
discussion and giving political figures an unprecedented ability to reach and mobilise voters. This
is a genuinely significant change, though a different one from a straightforward claim that social

media use directly determines who wins elections.

The 2023 election illustrates this well. The Obidient movement was a remarkable, largely
decentralised, social-media-driven political phenomenon, and its failure to secure the presidency
should not be read as evidence that social media is politically insignificant in Nigeria. Rather, it
suggests that social media's influence on Nigerian politics operates most powerfully within the
boundaries set by the country's underlying demographic and institutional realities, rather than

overriding them.
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The disinformation findings deserve particular emphasis. Across all three election cycles,
disinformation spread through social media at a scale that outpaced any available mechanism for
correction, reached large numbers of Nigerian voters, and measurably weakened confidence in
electoral institutions. Whether it changed the voting behaviour of large numbers of individuals is
genuinely uncertain, but an election conducted within an information environment this polluted by
fabrication and manipulation cannot straightforwardly be described as free and fair in the sense
democratic theory generally requires, regardless of whether the disinformation was ultimately
decisive for the result.

Finally, the contextual findings in section 4.6 caution against treating social media's
political effects as a fixed quantity that can be read directly off platform data. These effects emerge
from the interaction between platform dynamics and the specific political and socio-cultural
context in which they operate. The clearest policy implication is that efforts to address the harmful
effects of social media on Nigeria's democratic process will likely be more effective if they extend
beyond platform regulation, though that remains necessary, to strengthening off-platform

institutions such as education, journalism and electoral administration.

4.9 Summary

This chapter has examined the evidence relevant to the study's two research questions and
hypotheses. It began with the mechanisms through which social media shapes political opinion in
Nigeria, namely agenda-setting and echo chamber effects, before turning to specific electoral
cases, including two international comparators, the 2016 US election and Brexit, and the three

Nigerian elections at the heart of this study.

Disinformation and data-driven micro-targeting were examined as the two central concerns
shaping the relationship between social media and democracy in Nigeria over this period, and both
were found to be clearly present across the years under study. The contextual factors that moderate
social media's influence, media literacy, institutional strength and platform penetration, were
identified as central to understanding how much of a difference social media actually makes in a
given election. Both of the study's hypotheses are supported by the evidence, with the qualification
that social media's influence on political opinion and electoral outcomes in Nigeria operates within,
rather than independently of, these contextual boundaries. Social media has meaningfully shaped
political opinion formation and has contributed to the spread of disinformation that has damaged
electoral integrity; its effect on final electoral outcomes is real but not determinative, with offline

structural factors remaining the primary drivers of how Nigerians vote.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Summary of Findings

This study set out to examine the effect of social media on public political opinion and
electoral outcomes in Nigeria between 2015 and 2023. The motivation was straightforward: over
this period, growing numbers of Nigerians came to consume, discuss and spread political
information through platforms such as Facebook, Twitter/X, WhatsApp, Instagram and TikTok,

and the consequences of this shift were not always positive.

A qualitative documentary research design was used to answer the study's research
questions, drawing on peer-reviewed literature, institutional reports, case material and electoral
data. Both hypotheses set out in Chapter Three were tested in Chapter Four and were supported by

the evidence, subject to the qualifications discussed there.

The first major finding is that social media has meaningfully shaped Nigerian political
opinion. Three mechanisms stand out in the evidence: agenda-setting, in which social media
determines which issues receive public attention, and the echo chamber effect, in which platform
architecture reinforces users' existing views. These dynamics were clearly visible across the 2015,
2019 and 2023 elections, from the "change" narrative that helped unseat an incumbent president in
2015 to the Obidient movement of 2023.

Second, the spread of disinformation through social media has posed a genuine threat to the
integrity of Nigerian elections. The 2019 cycle alone produced over 200 documented
disinformation incidents, ranging from doctored images to coordinated bot activity and the "Jubril
from Sudan" hoax, serious enough to require an official presidential denial. The 2023 cycle saw
comparable levels of disinformation, including fabricated INEC result announcements. While no
single incident can be shown to have changed the final vote count, this disinformation clearly
damaged voter trust and made it harder for citizens to separate legitimate criticism from

fabrication.

Third, and perhaps most important for understanding Nigeria's particular case, social
media's role in shaping electoral outcomes is real but not decisive. The 2023 result makes this point
starkly: the candidate who dominated every major social media metric, followers, trending topics,
engagement, came third, while the eventual winner, though far less dominant online, held greater

offline organisational capacity and broader regional and party alliances. This finding does not
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diminish social media's significance in Nigerian politics; it situates that significance correctly.
Social media shapes perceptions, visibility and the mobilisation of particular demographic groups,
but it does not, on the evidence gathered here, decide elections outright in as large and diverse an
electorate as Nigeria's.

Finally, the study identified three contextual factors that shape how much political power
social media actually has in Nigeria: relatively low media literacy among many social media users,
which leaves them vulnerable to disinformation; limited institutional capacity, particularly the
weak ability of regulators such as NITDA and the NBC to police political content online; and the
uneven geographic and demographic spread of social media access, which concentrates its political

influence among urban, educated and younger Nigerians.

5.2 Conclusion

That social media has changed the character of Nigerian politics is not seriously in dispute.
What this study has tried to establish is the specific shape of that change, which areas of political

life it has most affected, and which have proven more resistant to it.

The most consistent and visible change concerns the information ecosystem through which
political opinion is formed. Before social media, Nigerians received political information mainly
through television, radio, print media and party or community networks, sources that were
imperfect and often biased, but limited in volume and subject to at least some editorial filtering.
Social media has replaced this with an enormous, decentralised and largely unfiltered information
environment in which anyone with a smartphone and an internet connection can potentially reach
an audience of millions. This scale is unprecedented, but it comes without the safeguards, editorial

oversight, professional verification, legal accountability, that older media imperfectly provided.

The result is an information environment that carries both the benefits and the costs of this
openness. On one hand, previously marginalised voices now have a platform, government
wrongdoing is more likely to be documented and publicised, and citizens can monitor their
representatives in something close to real time. On the other hand, this same openness makes
political manipulation easier, allows misinformation to spread faster than correction, and rewards

emotionally engaging content over accurate content.

Nigeria sits at a genuine inflection point in this story. Social media use continues to grow,
the connected and politically engaged youth population continues to expand with each election
cycle, and the tools available for both communication and manipulation continue to grow more

sophisticated, while Nigeria's regulatory framework for social media in elections remains
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significantly underdeveloped relative to what the situation requires. What this study suggests,

ultimately, is that social media is neither the saviour nor the destroyer of Nigerian democracy that

public debate sometimes makes it out to be; it functions more as an amplifier. Where the

underlying political foundations are healthy, credible institutions, accurate information, genuine

mobilisation, social media can strengthen democratic participation, as it arguably did in 2015.

Where those foundations are weak, discredited institutions, rampant disinformation, cynical

manipulation by political actors, social media amplifies that weakness just as readily. The task

facing Nigerian democracy, then, is not to curtail the internet but to build the offline institutions

that determine whether social media's amplifying power works for democracy or against it.

5.3 Recommendations

10.

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made:

The Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) should work more closely with
fact-checking organisations such as Africa Check, Dubawa and FactCheckHub to quickly
identify and correct false political information during election periods, so that voters are

not misled by fake news and rumours.

Government at all levels should intensify public enlightenment campaigns on the dangers
of spreading unverified political information on social media, especially close to

elections, so that citizens learn to pause and verify before sharing.

Media literacy should be introduced into school curricula, from secondary schools
upward, so that young Nigerians are taught early how to identify fake news, verify

sources, and use social media responsibly for political discussions.

Civil society organisations and the mass media should carry out more sensitisation
programmes, especially in local languages, to reach citizens in rural areas who may not

be as digitally literate as their urban counterparts.

Political parties and politicians should be encouraged, through advocacy and civic
education, to avoid using social media to spread hate speech, propaganda and

misinformation, and should be held accountable by the public when they do.

Individual social media users should take personal responsibility by verifying information
from credible sources before sharing or reacting to political content, rather than relying

solely on regulation from outside.
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11. Future researchers should build on this study by carrying out primary research, such as
surveys or interviews with actual social media users in Nigeria, to get first-hand data on
how social media affects their political opinions and voting decisions.

In closing, this study has tried to examine social media's influence on Nigerian politics with
a methodology that avoids both overstating and underestimating its significance. Between 2015
and 2023, social media became a genuinely integral part of Nigerian political life. How this
relationship develops from here will depend less on how the technology itself evolves, which is
difficult to predict with any confidence, and more on how Nigeria chooses to build its institutions,
its education systems and its structures of accountability alongside it. Either way, that relationship

will remain a deeply political one.
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APPENDICES

The appendices below provide supplementary material that supports the discussion in the

main text.

Appendix A: Glossary of Key Terms

Agenda-Setting: The process by which media, and increasingly social media, shapes which topics
are salient in the public mind without necessarily determining how those topics are evaluated
(McCombs & Shaw, 1972).

Affective Polarization: A form of political polarisation defined less by ideological distance
between opposing groups than by mutual distrust and hostility toward political outgroups (Iyengar
et al., 2019).

Disinformation: False or misleading information created and shared deliberately to cause harm or
achieve a political, financial or strategic goal (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017).

Echo Chamber: An informational environment in which individuals are predominantly exposed to
content that reinforces their existing beliefs, limiting engagement with alternative viewpoints
(Sunstein, 2001, 2017).

Framing: The selection and emphasis of particular aspects of an issue in order to promote a specific

interpretation or evaluation of it (Entman, 1993).

Micro-Targeting: A campaign technique that uses detailed personal data to build individual voter

profiles and deliver political messages tailored to each recipient's specific concerns.

Misinformation: False or inaccurate information shared without deliberate intent to deceive,
distinguished from disinformation by the absence of harmful intent (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017).

Social Media: Internet-based applications, built on the technological foundations of Web 2.0, that
allow users to create, share and exchange content; for this study, this includes Facebook,
Twitter/X, YouTube, WhatsApp, Instagram and TikTok.

Appendix B: Timeline of Key Social Media—Related Electoral Events (2015-2024)

2015: Nigeria's general election becomes the country's first widely recognised "social media
election", mobilising urban youth voters and contributing to the first peaceful transfer of power

from an incumbent party.
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2016: The Brexit referendum and the US presidential election establish social media's global
significance in electoral politics, with the Cambridge Analytica operation, Russian disinformation
campaigns, and large-scale political micro-targeting reshaping how elections are contested.

2018: The Facebook—Cambridge Analytica scandal becomes public, triggering global regulatory
debate over data-driven political targeting; Nigeria's own connection to the scandal, through SCL

Group's involvement in the 2015 APC campaign, is reported the same year.

2019: Nigeria's general election is marked by a significant rise in disinformation, including the
"Jubril from Sudan" conspiracy; the UK general election sees extensive social-media-based

political micro-targeting.

2020: The #EndSARS protests demonstrate the capacity of Twitter and Instagram-based

organising to shape national political debate outside traditional media channels.

2023: Nigeria's general election sees the rise of the Obidient movement and heightened scrutiny of
INEC's electronic result transmission system, alongside continued disinformation across major

platforms.

Appendix C: Note on Research Ethics

This study was conducted as a desk-based review of secondary sources, published
literature, official documents, journalistic reporting and civil society research, and did not involve
the collection of primary data from human participants. It therefore did not require formal

institutional ethical review of the kind applicable to human-subjects research.

Even so, the study was guided by standard principles of academic integrity throughout. All
cited sources have been accurately represented, with paraphrases checked against the original
material and interpretive choices made transparently. The study has sought to maintain analytical
balance on contested empirical questions, acknowledging uncertainty rather than overstating the
strength of the evidence, and has handled sensitive case material, including documented instances
of electoral manipulation and political violence, with due care for its human dimensions. The
researcher affirms that this study represents original work and that all sources have been properly

acknowledged in accordance with academic citation conventions.
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