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Abstract 
Several subliminal issues defined 
advertisements deployed during the 
2015 electioneering campaigns by 
political parties and their agents. 
Relying on Riessman's typology of 
narrative analysis as well as Mead's 
Symbolic Interactionalism theory and 
Schramm's model, the study narrates 
and analyzes inherent themes in the 
advertisements by political parties as 
viewed by voters. It evaluates voters' 
perception toward these themes. The 
focus group discussion and the survey 
designs were used to establish 
correlation between the themes and 
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voters' perception as well as voting 
patterns. It used the Pearson statistics and 
narrative analysis to deconstruct data 
drawn through a multistage design 
technique from 600 voters across Nigeria. 
The study confirmed high incidence ratio 
on the identified themes of shaping 
political agenda, polarization of 
ideologies and culture, anger and despair 
as well as alienation of the electorate as 
emerging thematic narratives. Other 
themes with high incidence are 
entrenching hatred, increasing civic 
literacy, declining voters trust in political 
communication and institutionalizing 
ethnic symbolism. The thematic 
narratives of economic uncertainty and 
paradigm reorientation recorded average-
incidence ratio. It concluded that 
significant relationship exist between 
voters' perception of the identified themes 
and voting patterns during the campaigns.

Keywords:  Themes,  Narratives,  
Advertisements, Perception, Political 
parties, Electioneering campaigns

Introduction and Problem Statement
The complexity of meaning making and identification in 
communications has provided some interests for scholars. 
Advertising, being an important communication platform, could be 
said to have contents that challenge the meaning identification 
abilities of the consumers more than any other form of 
communication. Advertisements as presented in the media are 
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mostly done using "episodic" and "thematic" frames. A frame is 
the central organizing idea for making sense of relevant events and 
suggesting what is the issue. Hitherto, advertising studies were 
excluded from this framing process, with most media attention 
beamed on news, especially in the broadcast media. Scholars 
concentrated more on quantitative designs such as survey and 
experimentation to establish effects in advertising studies. 

However, the realisation that information has little 
intrinsic value, unless it is embedded in a meaningful context, 
which organises and lends it coherence, become critical. As James 
Britton writes in Goleman (1996), “the experience of every 
moment is unique and unrepeatable” and “until we can group items 
in it on the basis of their similarity we can set up no expectations, 
make no predictions” and therefore make no meaning out of the 
present. Meanings are embedded in the original creation of the 
copy, but, it does not foreclose meaning being implied by the 
consumers of the copy.

Iyengar (1987) pioneered the research in the framing 
effects of news coverage on public opinion and political choice. He 
explains that viewers are most times sensitive to contextual cues 
when their reasoning is challenged about national affairs. Their 
explanations of issues like terrorism or poverty are “critically 
dependent upon the particular reference points furnished in media 
presentations” (Ivengar, 1987, p. 59). Frames are seldom 
conscientiously chosen but represented instead in a direct and 
meaningful way. As such, frames could be drawn from, and 
reflective of, shared cultural narratives and myths and resonate 
with the larger social themes inherent in any given clime. Iyengar 
(1987) argues that since electoral accountability is the foundation 
of representative democracy, the public must be able to establish 
who is responsible for attending to social problems. 

The preponderance of episodic and thematic frames in 
advertising provides a distorted portrayal of recurring issues as 
unrelated events, which ultimately prevents the public from 
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cumulating the evidence toward any logical, ultimate 
consequence. Most of these frames are tied to the advertising 
objectives set by the advertiser. Anecdotal evidence, as captured 
in advertising headlines, slogans and signage, becomes the 
platform for simplifying complex political issues inherent in the 
advertisements with consumers settling upon causes and 
treatments that 'fit' the observed problems.

The 2015 electioneering campaign in Nigeria could be 
argued to provide entertainment, information and education for 
the consumers than previous campaigns. The advertisements 
were created in all media platforms. However, the social media 
experienced an increased tempo in political advertising attention 
comparatively across media genre and advertising revenue 
(Ekwujuru, 2015). 

Therefore, in all of these, themes were framed within 
contexts, created and registered implicitly or subliminally in the 
minds of the consumers that had shaped their perception of 
electioneering and probably patterns of voting. Consequently, 
this study narrates and analyzes some of these inherent themes 
within the frames they were presented in a bid to ascertain how the 
voters perceived them and how they have helped voters make 
decisions about the political parties and their agents. This work is 
a thematic approach that focused more on what is said than how it 
is said. It is focused on text already published (told) and not on the 
ones to be told (telling) hence the analysis of the concluded 
campaign. 

The objectives that guide this study are to:
a. Identify themes in the various narratives on the 2015 

elections.
b. Ascertain if these themes significantly influence voting 

patterns during the 2015 elections.
These two objectives led to the testing of the hypothesis 

which suggests that a:
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H : Significant relationship exists between voters' perception 1

of identified themes and voting patterns during the 2015 
electioneering campaigns.

Advertising Narratives
In their examination of the features of advertising in the social 
media, several scholars (Dominick, 2012; Baran, 2013; Fiske, 
2013) have argued, is fraught with non-existence gatekeepers 
which have decimated the outburst of user generated content albeit 
negatively. Yilmaz and Taskiran (2015) contend that in every 
advertisement, text has a specific impact on the mind of receivers. 
They likened this dialectic to a water-mill where the human mind 
develops along specific systematic interaction against different 
advertisement texts. Meanings are forged and edged in the minds of 
the consumers of the content. In global electioneering campaigns 
where billions of dollars was spent on advertising and a sizeable 
part of it on social media advertising globally, over 24 billion 
dollars (eMarketer Inc., 2016), then there is cause for worry over 
advertising contents.

Narratives of these texts thus become critical in 
understanding the direction that advertising should go in the 
coming age. Riessman (2002, 2003) had long alluded to the 
overwhelming role of narrative analysis of texts especially in 
storied form. For Reissman, narrative analysis requires texts to be 
constructed for further analysis from discussions along the sections 
of interview or transcripts chosen for close inspection. Narratives 
do not speak for themselves or have unanalyzed merit. They 
require interpretation when used as data in social research. Her 
typology noted that narrative could be thematic analysis which 
emphasizes the content of a text, 'what' is said more than 'how' it is 
said, the 'told' rather than the 'telling'; and that structural analysis 
shifts to the telling; or the interactional analysis where emphasis is 
on the dialogic process between teller and listener. The 
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performative analysis extends the interactional approach beyond 
the spoken word to performance level – by a 'self' with a past – 
which involves, persuades, and (perhaps) moves an audience 
through language and gesture, 'doing' rather than telling alone. This 
is the actor's domain.

Langellier (2001) noted that “embedded in the lives of the 
ordinary, the marginalized, and the muted”, personal narratives 
will naturally respond “to the disintegration of master narratives as 
people make sense of experience, claim identities, and 'get a life' by 
telling and writing their stories”. This cannot be better envisaged 
when it comes to looking at and analyzing advertising texts 
because much of the meaning we make out from them are 
embedded within the frame of the master narrative – a social 
deconstruction of embedded meanings. Therefore, one can 
question whether texts not what they seem ordinarily or are there 
embedded meanings?

However, Fiske (2013) contends that the more we share the 
same codes, the more we use the same sign systems, the closer our 
two meanings of the messages will approximate to each other, 
hence the need to look at the sign, signification, icons, index, 
denote and connote. This underscores the fact that advertising texts 
of the 2015 electioneering campaigns could be laced with inherent 
meanings and themes that are at variance with what was actually 
intended.

Furthermore, Richardson (2000, p. 146) noted that a “key 
element in the way political advertising conveys meaning to 
viewers is the holistic evocation of familiar forms (or genres)” that 
are represented through broadly recognisable packages of 
audiovisuals and narratives. Consumers cognitively process these 
recognisable forms through "top-down" processing, which has 
prompted advertising-content-designers to try to be consistent with 
forms. Basically, there is a meaning creating approach. Such 
meanings have frequently eluded analysts. There is thus the need to 
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provide clues to substantive meaning in a manner that can provide 
for a more informed taxonomy of political advertising campaigns. 
This need drives this study, as well as offer additional analytical 
leverage for the 2015 electioneering campaigns.

Ugondo, Ugba and Aboh (2014) state that indiscriminate 
publishing of advertisements for the sake of revenue only, poses 
serious threats to democracy; hence advertisers should be guided 
by strong ethical concerns to avoid half-truths and unverifiable 
claims made against oppositions. This becomes sacrosanct 
because meaning would be implied by the consumers. Great 
advertising, according to Tellis (2004) should establish 
relationship between objects and the objectified as well as ensure 
that such relationship is dynamic. This position is founded on the 
premise that individuals acculturate into the larger society and 
keep redefining their relationship in accordance with prescribed 
value frames. Words and symbols have specific meanings for 
consumers in a given culture – individualism/collectivism; 
masculinity/feminist; uncertainty avoidance; and long term/short 
terms orientations.

Dodo and Obukoadata (2011) had advanced the model of 
perceptual equilibrium as a base and measure for managing the 
intervening influences among different frames. Since these 
frames becloud the meaning making approaches, the quantum of 
information should be at equilibrium point to help the perceptual 
processes of the consumer. Advertising information overload or 
underload is most likely to result in more negative implications 
than optimal information. Information in this regards, aligns with 
Fiske's (1990) annotation as primarily 'texts'.

Sometimes, in larger social contexts, public convention 
helps meaning creation along John Searle's Constitutive Rule of 
Linguistics which emphasized that symbolization of things go 
beyond physical attributes, and comes from public 
acknowledgement of meaning as a representation of that 
particular thing. Deducing from this linguistic rule, a position 
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could be canvassed that there is no such thing as 'sense of a word', 
but only the sense in which it is used. This could be defined as 
circumstantially, as a state of mind, as reference or as a 'universe of 
discourse'. Therefore, when an individual's mind is conditioned to 
regard an idea, expression or experience in a certain way, 
communication can be said to have taken place. So, how does the 
electorate regard political advertisements used in the 2015 
electioneering campaigns in Nigeria? 

The theoretical underpinning for this thought pattern is the 
Schramm's communication model. The model emphasizes the 
importance of relative fields of experience in helping orchestrate 
the communication encounter geared at meaning sharing. 
McQuail (2005) argues that the model suggest that 
communication transcends mere denotation of messages by the 
recipients to reflecting the audience connotative activities. 
Communication is simply a reflection of the experience that 
impacts a person. In the 2015 electioneering campaigns, meaning 
of the political communication was defined by public perception 
of the political parties and their flag bearers more than anything 
else. Polysemy could arise in much the same way as multiplex in 
delivery could arise. At one divide was a country tired of the 
current trend, while at the other was a people desirous to hold on to 
what for them define the power and leadership. These represent 
varying field of experiences.

Field of Experience

Source Encoder Signal

Field of Experience

Decoder Destination
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Equally, the Symbolic Interactionism theory of George 
Mead provides a theoretical frame for this work. Crable (2014) 
noted that like the theory of semiotics, this theory represents an 
alternative in that for every sign and symbol, there must be some 
root assumptions towards meaning attachment. Some of these 
roots assumptions are that every human has an individual identity 
and a character which bears heavily on the way meaning are 
crafted; he/she is also a social being as well as a symbolic being. 
Furthermore, human beings are conceptualized as actors, 
necessarily engaged with others in a communal, symbolic world 
that is always already meaningful. In making meaning, it is 
pertinent to understand that issues will arise especially with the 
synergy between the individual, social, symbolic roots of the 
consumer (Berger, 2014).

Method
Stories narrated by discussants on their perception of political 
messages in the forms of advertisements and news content were 
collected from the focus group discussants and conceptual 
groupings from where data were inductively created. This 
approach is useful for theorizing across a number of cases, which 
in this regard are advertisements in all formats from all political 
parties in the 2015 electioneering campaigns. 

While this approach does not mimic the objectivist modes 
of inquiry, it brings to the table openings for quantitative analysis 
based on the themes generated. These themes, crafted into Likert-
scaled-questionnaire items, were then tested on the voters to 
measure their perception and ascertain if this correlates with their 
voting patterns. Consequently, the study benefitted from 
responses from FGDs of six groups from the six geopolitical zones 
which were convoked in April, 2015 in Yola, Kaduna, Kebbi, 
Asaba, Ibadan and Awka. Each group had five discussants each (2 
card carrying members of a political party, 2 electorates, one 
communication expert) purposively selected based on availability 
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at the time of conducting the discussions as well as exposure to 
campaign stimuli for the period of electioneering. Data from the 
FGD, which were collected during recording of deliberations and 
okayed by the discussants, were analyzed using narrative analysis 
and pattern matching to create themes. 

The survey was used to gauge voters' perception and 
pattern of voting. The sample size for the survey is 600 voters 
drawn through a multistage design from the 68,833,476 voters in 
the 2015 elections. Each geopolitical zone had a quota sample of 
100 respondents which were purposively drawn. The survey data 
was analyzed using the Pearson statistics after their responses had 
been weighted to indicate voters' perception of the extent of these 
themes in the campaign process. The weighted scale was 4.50 – 
5.00 = Very High Incidence; 3.50 – 4.49= High Incidence; 2.50 – 
3.49 = Average Incidence; 1.50 – 2.49 = Fair Incidence and No 
incidence was below 1.50

Results and Discussions
The results were presented and discussed with regards to the 
identified and created themes as well as to how the respondents 
perceive the incidence of these themes in the entire electioneering 
process. 

Themes inherent in the various narratives of the 2015 
elections and voters perception of incidence of the created 
themes
From the focus group respondents, the following inherent themes 
as presented in the table below were identified and created. Some 
of them were quite positive and manifest, while the others were 
subliminal. Positive themes were regarded as those that benefit 
the process of advertising and do not cast aspersion on the 
electoral process. Negative themes are those that negate the 
objectives of advertising and seek to create dysfunctional effect 
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on the mind of the consumers. The created themes are discussed 
side by side the incidence of voters' perception of them. The 
themes were created using the pattern matching technique and 
presented through narrative analysis

Inherent Themes

 

Very 
High 

Incidence

 

High 
Incidence

 

Average 
Incidence

 

Fair 
Incidence

 

No 
Incidence

 

Weighted 
Mean

n

 

n

 

n

 

N

 

n

 

Shaping Political 
Agenda

 

187

 

247

 

69

 

54

 

43

 

3.80

Pro-Establishment 
Media

155

 

321

 

45

 

33

 

46

 

3.84

Polarization of 
ideologies and 
cultures

 
107

 

306

 

106

 

59

 

22

 

3.70

Anger and Despair

 
96

 
265

 
99

 
101

 
39

 
3.46

Paradigm Re-
Orientation 88

 
199
 

177
 

73
 
63

 
3.29

Hatred  167 262 93  56  22  3.83

Issues and Non-
issues

171

 
277

 
91

 
38

 
23

 
3.89

Economic 
Uncertainty

 

117

 

217

 

102

 

97

 

67

 

3.37

Alienation of the 
electorate

 

158

 

256

 

59

 

80

 

47

 

3.66

Incidence of Civic 
Literacy

 

153

 

246

 

98

 

81

 

22

 

3.71

Declining Voters' 
trust in Political 
Advertising

 

145

 

285

 

89

 

66

 

15

 

3.80

Ethnic Symbolism

 

112

 

235

 

92

 

101

 

60

 

3.40
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