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Cyber warfare: a study of 
Zelenskyy’s social media political 
performance strategies and effects
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During the Russia-Ukraine war, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has 
strategically used social media to appeal for international support. This reflects 
a broader trend of political figures relying on digital platforms to shape public 
opinion and influence global narratives during crises. This work uses three main 
analysis methods, content, sentiment and social network analysis. The searched and 
collected dataset consists 604 valid tweets and 58,100 corresponding comments. 
The findings show that Zelenskyy employs both textual and visual narratives to 
construct a war-related agenda, influencing international public discourse. His 
agenda-setting is most effective in the early stages of the conflict but weakens 
over time. This study highlights Zelenskyy’s flexibility and adaptability in his media 
strategy, illustrating the evolving nature of political performance in a globalized 
media landscape. To maintain effective communication and image-building, leaders 
must balance audience psychology with the characteristics of digital media.
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1 Introduction

On February 24, 2022, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered a televised speech, 
announcing a “special military operation” in Ukraine aimed at “demilitarization and 
denazification.” While the world witness brutal clashes on the ground battlefield, the battles in 
the information and cognitive domains are equally intense. Scholars argue that the Russia-
Ukraine war is the first war in which a localized conflict in the physical world has been highly 
integrated with a globalized information war in cyberspace (Fang and Zhong, 2022). Especially 
in the present, the immediacy of social media enables interaction and mutual influence 
between governments and the public worldwide (Fu et al., 2023). Social media platforms have 
become the main battlefield for competing discourses from all sides.

The war has led to an increase in media audiences in both Ukraine and Russia (Ciuriak, 
2022; Laruelle, 2022). Both countries actively use social media for war propaganda, striving to 
seize the initiative in international discourse. Generally, countries with greater political power 
generally receive more media attention than those with less power (Dyczok and Chung, 2022). 
This phenomenon is equally evident in the focus on the performance of political leaders. 
However, in this cyber warfare, Russia, traditionally seen as a powerful participant in the 
global information space, has faced significant challenges in its attempts to dominate the 
international narrative. In contrast, the actor-turned-president of Ukraine, Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy, has emerged with a new form of political performance, achieving “viral spread” 
(Specia, 2022), and cohering significant political mobilization value.

Nowadays, social media has become a vital tool for political leaders to communicate 
politically and shape a strong leadership image (Uali et  al., 2023). Zelenskyy’s media 
performance transformed his pre-war populist political stance into a productive leadership 
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style, demonstrating the immense potential of social media in wartime 
leadership mobilization. In this context, the study focuses on 
Zelenskyy’s wartime Twitter account (now rebranded as “X” but still 
referred to as “Twitter” to avoid confusion), aiming to explore the 
political performance strategies he  employed on social media to 
construct a war narrative in the background of a prolonged conflict. 
Additionally, it seeks to understand how Zelenskyy uses these 
strategies to set relevant agendas within the global discourse system 
and to examine the effect of these media strategies in terms of agenda-
setting outcomes.

Although much has been studied about social media’s role in 
political communication, most research focuses on its mechanisms in 
non-war contexts, such as public health crises (Paul and Das, 2023; 
Terry et al., 2023), elections (Bronstein et al., 2018; Criado et al., 2012; 
Karlsen, 2015), and foreign policy (Duncombe, 2017). These studies 
examine social media’s role in information dissemination, political 
engagement, and policy feedback (Yavetz and Aharony, 2021). 
However, there is a notable gap in the literature concerning how 
political leaders utilize social media during wartime to shape 
international discourse and mobilize support. Few studies have 
systematically explored this issue, and an overarching theoretical 
framework is lacking. This study aims to fill this gap by constructing 
an integrated analytical framework that combines framing theory, 
dramaturgy theory, and network agenda-setting theory. Through this 
framework, we seek to conduct an innovative analysis of political 
leaders’ narratives, performances, and the effects of their social media 
use in wartime contexts.

Placing the use of social media within the broader context of 
global networked information warfare, the study examines the 
decision-making styles and narrative characteristics of leaders from 
warring parties. This is crucial for accurately understanding the 
unique role of political leaders in the context of war. By constructing 
a comprehensive analytical framework, the study aims to clarify the 
multiple functions of social media in shaping national images, guiding 
public opinion, and influencing international relations. Not only does 
this offer new theoretical perspectives and empirical materials for 
academia, but the findings also hold significant practical implications 
for policymakers as they adapt to the dynamic shifts in global political 
discourse and address current and future challenges in 
international communication.

2 Literature review

2.1 The mediatization of politics and 
conflict under cyber warfare

Over the past several decades, advances in technology have 
transformed communications and the ability to acquire, 
disseminate, and utilize information in a range of environments 
(Shonhe and Jain, 2017). With the support of technological 
empowerment, “cyber warfare,” which is characterized by the 
mediatization of politics and conflicts, has become more and more 
prominent in the global landscape. “Cyber warfare” refers to the 
action of using the Internet to carry out targeted information 
penetration to influence the public’s beliefs, opinions, moods, and 
attitudes, and creating a favorable public opinion environment for 
the fight for political initiative and military victories (Singer and 

Friedman, 2014; Tabansky, 2011). Theoretical research on cyber 
warfare has thus far been dominated by analyses of state-centric 
actions, with a focus on how nation-states utilize cyber tactics to 
advance their national interests in areas such as national defense, 
diplomacy, and military operations (Maskun and Rum, 2021; 
Renaud et al., 2022). Scholars have predominantly examined the 
strategic applications of cyber warfare from the standpoint of 
information warfare, disinformation campaigns, and the 
manipulation of media narratives to achieve geopolitical objectives. 
These studies have greatly enriched our understanding of cyber 
warfare as a tool for statecraft, particularly in the context of state 
and non-state actors engaging in a new form of geopolitical conflict 
(Arquilla and Ronfeldt, 1993).

In practical terms, existing research has largely focused on the 
role of national governments and the media in shaping the discourse 
and execution of cyber warfare strategies (Lambert, 2022). Scholars 
have explored how cyber warfare is employed as an extension of state 
military and diplomatic capabilities, with research often highlighting 
the importance of digital infrastructure and cyber tools in 
contemporary conflict (Iasiello, 2015). Investigations into media 
representations of war, propaganda, and public diplomacy have 
revealed how governments use information framework to influence 
international audiences and shape public perception (Szostek, 2020; 
Taverner, 2010). Furthermore, scholars have explored the use of 
digital platforms in diplomatic negotiations, espionage, and 
cyberattacks, emphasizing the effectiveness of these tools in 
advancing state-level objectives (Gartzke, 2013). However, while 
extensive attention has been paid to these applications, there has been 
relatively little focus on how individual political leaders utilize cyber 
platforms to perform and project their leadership in 
wartime scenarios.

In contrast to the predominantly state-focused or media-driven 
analyses in literature work, our study introduces a more 
comprehensive, systematic analytical framework that focuses on the 
individual political leader’s political performance in the context of 
cyber warfare. The innovative aspect of this research lies on its multi-
dimensional approach. It integrates content analysis, emotional 
rhetoric, and social network analysis. Specifically, we employ content 
analysis to examine the thematic framing of war narratives, while 
focusing on how leaders like Zelenskyy use war narratives to enhance 
political image during wartime. By employing case study methodology, 
we delve deeper into performance strategies, illustrating how leaders 
manipulate digital platforms to convey emotions, such as empathy and 
heroism. Moreover, our research extends into audience reception 
through sentiment analysis and social network analysis, enabling us 
to evaluate the emotional and relational dynamics between the leader’s 
performance and public reaction. This multifaceted approach allows 
us to offer new theoretical insights into the specific role of political 
leaders in shaping international public opinion during cyber warfare, 
bridging gaps in the current understanding of leadership’s symbolic 
and performative power in the digital age.

2.2 Social media political performance by 
political figures

Leaders have long recognized the importance of communicating 
and cultivating an image to help maintain power and order. In the 
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media practices of leadership, political leaders often use political 
performance to foster connections with their followers. The concept 
of “political performance” can be traced back to Erving Goffman’s 
classic work “The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life,” where 
he introduced the idea of “impression management” (Goffman, 1956). 
This concept involves individuals presenting themselves and their 
behaviors to others, guiding and controlling the impressions others 
form of them. In dramaturgy theory, Goffman indicated that actors 
(leaders) shape the audience’s perception of situations through stage 
performances, thereby defining the context. That is to say, leaders 
within a cultural environment construct politics through compelling 
narratives to meet the demands of political communication. Gardner 
and Avolio (1998) interpreted the construction of leadership 
significance during conflict events as a form of theatrical performance. 
Leadership was thus emphasized as an internally constructed 
discourse phenomenon involving complex interactions among 
leaders, followers, and contextual factors (Hamilton and Bean, 2005). 
With the rapid expansion of social networking sites such as Facebook, 
Twitter, and YouTube, discursive strategies and performative tactics 
stemming from the media are now everyday practices in the 
presentation of the self and interactions in social life. The legitimization 
of a leader’s role is constructed on the basis of political status and the 
leader’s charisma. Storytelling has become a powerful tool for leaders 
to negotiate their roles.

In 2022, the “Digital 2022 Global Overview Report” released by 
We Are Social and Hootsuite showed that there are nearly 5 billion 
social media users worldwide, with Twitter playing an important role 
in news dissemination. On one hand, social media has provided new 
opportunities to transform political communication (Duncombe, 
2019a). Political figures now have unprecedented chances to shape 
narratives on the international stage and engage directly with their 
followers to negotiate the meaning of their leadership, especially 
during periods of heightened political activity. Patrikarakos (2017) 
found that social media can mobilize public support to pressure 
foreign governments into taking action against combatant forces 
involved in regional conflicts. Some scholars observed that during 
times of social upheaval, leaders increase their social media activities 
and shift public attention from domestic policy issues to foreign policy 
matters, strategically diverting focus when their positions may be at 
risk (Barberá et al., 2024; Barberá and Zeitzoff, 2018). On the other 
hand, digitization is transforming diplomatic communication and 
practice (Bjola and Holmes, 2015). Social media bridges the gap 
between political figures and citizens to form communication patterns 
centered around interaction and engagement. Shi and Tong (2020) 
argued that digital public diplomacy has served as a crucial means for 
states to convey their voices to the international community, 
strengthen international exchanges, and foster cooperation. 
Essentially, it aims to influence and persuade the foreign public, 
building positive and enduring relationships with the audience (Shi 
and Zhang, 2020). Digital public diplomacy therefore becomes a 
popular strategy to target different audiences and mobilize public 
support for foreign policy by increasing transparency and 
opportunities for public engagement.

In exploring the strategies of political figures’ social media 
performances, Goffman categorized impression management 
strategies used by public figures into four types: idealization, 
mystification, debunking, and remediation. Building upon dramaturgy 
theory, Aggestam and Hedling (2020) examined how particular 

frames assisted the performance of Mogherini’s leadership through 
attention to the interaction order, impression management, and 
copresence. They developed a new leadership frame based on three 
key concepts to analyze specific leadership strategies. Additionally, in 
studies on new pathways of political communication in the era of 
smart media, Shi and Pan (2023) identified key strategies employed by 
political figures in Western countries on social media platforms, 
including constructing “chains of interaction rituals,” amplifying the 
effects of “metaphorical framing,” and leveraging “emotional 
arguments.” Previous research by scholars indicates that the 
performance of leadership during conflict events is closely related to 
the strategies adopted by political leaders. These strategies can shape 
leadership roles and images, mobilize public opinion, and ultimately 
serve political purposes effectively.

2.3 War narrative frame construction and 
communication effect

Framing theory refers to the reflection of reality, the construction 
of meaning, and the guidance of cognition through text and discourse 
(Goffman, 1974). In order to view political performance as meaningful 
actions established by political leaders themselves, we  drew on 
Goffman’s perspective and used “frame” as an analytical tool. In the 
field of mass communication research, framing analysis has been 
identified as aspects of perceiving reality and making it more salient 
in communicating texts, improving problem definition, moral 
evaluation, causal interpretation, and response recommendations with 
selective and salient influences (Entman, 1993). Message framing is an 
important part of campaign strategy, and social media campaigns are 
no exception. Cai and Liu (2022) pointed out that media presentation 
of “facts” about war, support for war information activities, and the 
media’s approach to war all influence societal frames for understanding 
and responding to war. In media framing studies, Semetko and 
Valkenburg (2000) summarized five generic frames for reporting on 
European political issues: conflict frame, human interest frame, 
economics frame, morality frame, and responsibility frame. Building 
on this foundation, Lecheler and De Vreese (2012) added a factual 
frame and leadership frame. Many scholars believe that general frames 
are universal elements of mediated political messages. Frame building 
has incorporated various linguistic devices such as metaphors, 
exemplars, catchphrases, and depictions (Gamson and Modigliani, 
1989; Van Gorp and van der Goot, 2012). We  apply frames to 
transform social realities into subjective perceptions, aiding in 
defining leadership in political performances as compelling rhetoric. 
This is crucial for mobilizing audiences and achieving consensus.

With the deepening study of metaphorical relationships, many 
scholars have recognized the framing function in visual semiotics 
practices, leading to the exploration of the mechanisms of visual 
meaning generation. Griffin (2004) discussed the nature of American 
news photographs related to the “war on terrorism” during the 
Afghanistan and Iraq wars, exploring the issue of news photographs 
as a form of news framing. He  argued that these photographs 
primarily serve to establish the narrative subject of official discourse. 
Manor and Crilley (2018) supposed that images play an important role 
in the interaction between narratives and frames. Resonance with 
narratives often requires frames conveyed through contextual and 
typically timeless dimensions, as depicted in imagery. Hu and Li 
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(2024) pointed out that images generate meanings in novel ways, 
altering the scale and magnitude of information flow. In the shift 
toward visual culture and innovation in media forms, they highlight 
the loose coupling and distributed interactive relationships of media 
carriers in information dissemination. Integrating visual frames into 
the analysis of war narrative frames provides a frame to deeply explore 
war phenomena, enriching research perspectives and dimensions.

In previous research, exploring communication effects has aided in 
better analyzing the effect of communicators’ strategies. The media’s 
communication effect reflects to what extent communicators achieve 
their intended goals or objectives during their communication activities 
(Zhan, 2018). Price and Tewksbury (1996) observed that different 
frames may generate varying short-term and long-term effects when 
strategically constructing frames to capture the audience’s mindset. In 
the current quantitative research paradigm, researchers typically use 
easily accessible data to measure and analyze these effects, such as 
retweets, shares, and comments, to observe audience engagement on 
social media. These data are particularly intuitive for assessing short-
term effects. Additionally, scholars found that the actual content of 
tweets and mentions of key relevant figures are critical factors 
influencing the effect of Twitter communication (Yang and Counts, 
2010). In fact, user-generated content serves not only as a key indicator 
of communication effects and interaction quality but also as a powerful 
manifestation of the ability to shape public opinion and set agendas. This 
study aims to further explore the network agenda-setting effects of social 
media, with a view to comprehensively and meticulously revealing the 
communication effects of political figures using social media.

Based on the previous context, we present the following three 
research questions and the overall research framework diagram 
(Figure 1).

RQ 1: How does Zelenskyy strategically use Twitter to respond to 
and guide public opinion on the Russia-Ukraine war? What war 
narrative frames does he construct?

RQ 2: Throughout Zelenskyy’s political performances amid the 
war, what characteristics does the war narrative frames 
he  employed exhibit over time? What specific political 
performance strategies does he use?

RQ 3: How is the effect of the war narrative frames constructed 
by Zelenskyy?

3 Materials and methods

3.1 Data collection and preprocessing

This study focuses on Zelenskyy’s political performance strategies 
on social media and their effects. We  primarily examine three 
variables: Zelenskyy’s narrative strategies, performance strategies, and 
audience feedback. Twitter is a platform that allows users to share text, 
images, videos, and links with their “followers,” characterized by 
immediacy, interactivity, and multimedia features. Moreover, 
numerous studies have shown that Twitter has been widely used by 
politicians as a paramount tool to political strategize communication 
(Manor and Crilley, 2018; Soedarsono et  al., 2020). On Twitter, 
Zelenskyy’s narratives are presented through the text content of his 

tweets, while his performance strategies are enhanced through images 
or videos. Audience feedback is reflected in the platform’s interactive 
features such as likes, retweets, and comments. Therefore, compared 
to other news media platforms, we have chosen Twitter as the source 
of data for this study.

To collect data from the Twitter platform, we first established the 
time frame for data sampling. The Russia-Ukraine war began on 
February 24, 2022, after which Zelenskyy posted a large number of 
tweets related to the conflict. Over the following year, the war gradually 
entered a state of normalization, showing no signs of a quick resolution. 
Therefore, we ultimately chose to collect Twitter data from February 24, 
2022, to February 23, 2023. In June 2023, we used Twitter’s Academic 
API to gather all tweets from Zelenskyy’s account (@ZelenskyyUa) 
within the specified time frame. This was achieved by making API calls 
in Python using private tokens and keys for authentication. Considering 
the international significance of the event and its relevance to our 
research objectives, we selected only the English tweets as our research 
sample. We then collected the first 100 comments for each of Zelenskyy’s 
tweets. Some tweets may have fewer than 100 comments. By using the 
“conversation_id,” we  linked the comments to their corresponding 
Zelenskyy tweets to ensure data integrity and traceability.

After deduplication, 604 valid tweets and 58,100 corresponding 
comments were obtained from Zelenskyy’s Twitter account. The 
Twitter API provides access to the raw data of tweets, which includes 
a comprehensive range of information. We selected only the fields 
relevant to this study, including the time of publication, text content, 
images, videos, number of comments, retweets, likes. For the 
comments on the tweets, we retained only the “author_id” related to 
the user, excluding any other private data.

Similar to many studies, such as Boon-Itt and Skunkan (2020), 
we carried a substantial work to process and filter the tweets before 
conducting data analysis. We preprocessed the Twitter data, including 
data cleaning, stop word filtering, and lemmatization, which are 
common techniques in tweet analysis. First, we  used regular 
expressions in Python to remove noise characters from the tweets, 
including URLs, emojis, and other non-English characters. Then, 
we  utilized the Natural Language Toolkit (NLTK) library for 
lemmatization. Finally, we filtered out stop words from the tweets 
based on the English stop word dictionary provided by 
NLTK. We checked the preprocessed data and found no tweets with 
empty content or other anomalies. Ultimately, the preprocessed data 
was used in subsequent data analysis.

3.2 Methods

3.2.1 Content analysis
Content analysis is a research method that objectively, 

systematically, and quantitatively describes communication content 
(Berelson, 1952). Based on theoretical perspectives, it converts 
non-quantitative content such as text (or images, videos, etc.) into 
quantitative data through coding, enabling quantitative analysis of 
research content and factual judgments. Framing analysis studies 
focus on the relationship between public policy issues in the news and 
public perceptions of those issues (Güran and Özarslan, 2022). The 
use of frame analysis as a reliable indicator of content analysis helps to 
explore the evolution over time of the specific performance strategies 
employed by Zelenskyy. The study is first conducted using Python for 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1478639
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Wang and Wang 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1478639

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

latent Delicacy Allocation (LDA) theme modeling. This process 
generates results for the distribution associated with each topic 
glossary and the probability distribution of choosing a specific topic 
for each tweet. Using computer-aided content analysis we extract the 
most characteristic topics and their 20 most frequent words from 
tweets. However, since it is difficult to achieve effective coding by 
machine alone, we  use a combination of machine and manual 
methods to inductively determine the topic frame based on reference 
to common generic frameworks. Ultimately, six subcategories under 
two main categories (textual and visual) of frame themes are identified 
for tweet coding (Table 1).

Before the formal frame coding, two Master’s students majoring 
in journalism and communication undergo reliability testing during 
the pre-coding phase. Upon examination, Cohen’s kappa values for the 
categories of war narrative textual and visual frames are 85.8 and 
86.3%, respectively, meeting the standards for content analysis.

3.2.2 Sentiment analysis
Sentiment analysis refers to the process of analyzing, processing, 

and extracting subjective texts with emotional content using natural 
language processing and text mining techniques. We use Flair, a tool 
based on deep learning algorithms, for sentiment analysis, rather than 
rule-based techniques. Flair1 use pre-trained contextual embeddings 
to capture the semantic meaning of words and phrases in context 
(Kaur et al., 2024). To better explore the effect of Zelenskyy tweets on 
public sentiment, we use Flair to score the sentiment of the top 100 
public comments under Zelenskyy tweets. Then, we identify positive 
comments with a threshold of 0.8 certainty, and quantifying the 

1 https://github.com/flairNLP/flair

positive sentiment scores of Zelenskyy tweets by calculating the 
percentage of positive comments.

3.2.3 Social network analysis
Social network analysis, as a method for studying social 

relationships, is commonly used to describe and measure relationships 
between actors or to map and measure relationships and flows 
between different nodes (Hanneman and Riddle, 2005). Previous 
scholars have applied social network analysis to the research field of 
agenda-setting to provide a more detailed and enriched understanding 
of media and public agendas by sorting out the network relationships 
between the various elements emphasized in news reports and other 
communication channels (Guo, 2012; Guo and McCombs, 2011). In 
order to more effectively explore the effect of Zelenskyy’s political 
performance strategy, we  include network agenda setting effect 
analysis in our study. Social network analysis is used to identify issue 
network relationships between tweets posted by Zelenskyy’s account 
and tweets commented on by the public. The specific steps are divided 
into three categories according to the text frames, calculate the 
co-occurrence of media tweets and public tweets, respectively, in 
terms of a single tweet, use the Quadratic Assignment Procedure 
(QAP) toolkit2 in Python, take the media agenda matrix as the X 
variable and the public agenda matrix as the Y variable, and set the 
number of iterations as 2000 to calculate the degree of correlation 
between media agenda and public agenda. After assigning values to 
the number of issue co-occurrences the media agenda network and 
public agenda network are presented visually using Gephi.3

2 https://github.com/lisette-espin/mrqap-python

3 https://gephi.org/

TABLE 1 Representation of frame building and its operational definition.

Variable Operational definition Example

Leadership frame The message emphasizes personal leadership actions 

as a political leader
 (a) I want to wish all of us one thing – victory. And that’s the 

main thing. Glory to Ukraine!

 (b) Difficult, but so important and necessary VICTORY!

Diplomacy and international support frame The messages document the diplomatic mediation 

efforts of various countries, expressing gratitude for 

specific assistance provided to Ukraine

 (a) Sweden provides military, technical, and humanitarian 

assistance to Ukraine

 (b) Belgium is sending us another 3,000 machine guns and 200 

anti-tank grenade launchers

Conflict and opposition frame The message mentions conflict between countries and/

or emphasizes disagreement among, between, or with 

them

The message attacking or reproaching Russia uses 

inflammatory and emotional language to condemn 

Russia’s war crimes

 (a) Russian atrocities in the Kyiv region must be investigated 

and Russia itself must face new painful sanctions

 (b) RF terrorists remain terrorists. #RussiaIsATerroristState

Image construction frame Pictures or videos visually portray a positive and 

strong leader

Personal speeches, participation in international conferences, 

and related images or videos of diplomatic activities

Morality and responsibility frame Pictures or videos depict post-war scenes Casualties and city ruins in Ukraine

Endorsement frame Pictures or videos endorse the textual content The text emphasizes Ukraine’s contribution to food 

security, accompanied by an image of grain  

transport ships
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4 Results and findings

We first focus on Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s use 
of social media during wartime. The construction of the frame 
represents the leader’s political stance and perspectives on issues. 
We conduct a descriptive analysis of the sample tweets, aiming to 
reveal how Zelenskyy strategically uses Twitter to address and 
influence war-related public opinion, addressing RQ 1. Subsequently, 
based on the influence characteristics of retweets, likes, and comment 
data, we categorize Zelenskyy’s use of social media into stages and 
then summarize his war performance strategies through case studies 
to answer RQ 2. Finally, this study evaluates the phased performance 
of Zelenskyy’s constructed war narrative frames in setting the agenda 
on social media, providing empirical evidence for the effect of social 
media in guiding public opinion, thereby addressing RQ 3.

4.1 Frame construction: Zelenskyy’s use of 
social media during wartime

Based on Figure 2, it is evident that Zelenskyy primarily constructs 
war narrative frames using text in his tweets. The most frequently used 
frame is diplomacy and international support (60.6%), followed by 
leadership (28.5%), with the conflict and opposition frame being 
relatively less used (10.9%). Visual frames are used less frequently, 
primarily focusing on image construction (41.8%). In terms of 
engagement, the public tends to prefer liking and commenting on 
tweets that showcase Zelenskyy’s positive leadership image.

We conduct positive sentiment scoring for each public comment 
on every tweet. The data satisfies the assumptions of normal 
distribution and homogeneity of variance and we use ANOVA. The 
results show a significant difference among positive sentiment scores 

under different war narrative frames (p = 0.046 < 0.05). Post-hoc LSD 
analysis indicates that tweets framed around leadership and diplomacy 
and international support elicit significantly higher positive emotions 
from the public compared to tweets framed around conflict and 
opposition. This suggests that comments under tweets framed in a 
conflict-oriented manner tend to be more negative overall.

The agenda networks of text-based war narrative frames are 
visualized to illustrate relationships between attributes. In the 
visualization, each node represents an attribute, with nodes positioned 
more centrally indicating greater connections with other attributes. 
Larger nodes indicate a higher degree centrality, suggesting they are 
more central to the discussion topics. Based on Figure 3, in the use of 
the leadership frame, topics such as “Ukraine,” “people,” “support,” and 
“world” are at the core of the media agenda and are frequently 
mentioned. As the President of Ukraine, Zelenskyy actively constructs 
topics like “nature of the war,” “sanctions against Russia,” and “hope 
for victory” to influence public opinion. In the public agenda, the 
topics are more dispersed, with frequent mentions of political figures 
involved in the conflict and stakeholders. Additionally, positive topics 
such as “like,” “help,” “rescue,” and “support” are quite prominent.

From Figure  4, we  can see that in the diplomacy and 
international support frame, the attribute “support” clearly 
occupies the central position in the media agenda. Topics such as 
“talk,” “president,” “call,” and “thanks” are concentrated, indicating 
Zelenskyy’s proactive efforts to secure international allies and 
pressure on Russia. In the public agenda network, there is a high 
similarity in comments, with significant attention to topics like 
“ceasefire” and “peace.”

Based on Figure 5, in the conflict and opposition frame, Zelenskyy 
connects “Ukraine” with attributes such as “fight,” “stop,” and “life,” 
emphasizing Ukraine’s fight for justice. He associates “Russia” with 
attributes like “battle,” “crimes,” “killing,” and “combat,” condemning 
Russia’s war crimes and constructing the narrative of “resisting Russia.” 

FIGURE 1

Research framework diagram.
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In the public agenda network, attributes such as “defend Kyiv” and 
“freedom” are more prominent.

4.2 Temporal evolution: sequential changes 
in Zelenskyy’s performance strategy

To investigate the effect of tweet dissemination, we aggregate the 
retweets, likes, and comments data of daily tweets in this study 

sample (Figure  6). Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s tweet engagement 
experience a burst of growth early in the war, reaching its peak on 
February 26, 2022. The Russia-Ukraine war is the first large-scale 
geopolitical conflict of the social media era, attracting significant 
international attention to its progression. This period also marks the 
peak of Zelenskyy’s tweet postings, where the actions of political 
leaders have a significant impact on shaping international perceptions 
and attitudes toward the war. As the conflict continued, the overall 
dissemination of tweets slows between April and August, with minor 

FIGURE 2

Statistical results of Zelenskyy’s constructed war narrative frame.

FIGURE 3

Media agenda and public agenda of leadership frame.
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FIGURE 5

Media agenda and public agenda of conflict and opposition frame.

fluctuations, indicating a general decline in international public 
attention during this period. Two minor peaks in dissemination 
occur from September to November and December to February. The 
first peak corresponds to the Ukrainian counteroffensive on the 
battlefield, where changes in the war’s dynamics may spur a 
temporary increase in dissemination. The second peak coincides with 
Zelenskyy’s visit to the United States and the New Year, both of which 
rekindle widespread interest in his tweets. From the perspective of 
dissemination effectiveness, we  divide Zelenskyy’s social media 
performance during the first year of the conflict into four stages.

4.2.1 Stage 1: visual metaphor—construction of 
heroic imagery in wartime

Lakoff and Johnson (2008), in their book “Metaphors We Live By,” 
have pointed out that “metaphor is a systematic mapping across 
conceptual domains.” Metaphors fundamentally guide the 
understanding of one concept in terms of another, leading to the 
subjective construction of the target concept. Zelenskyy leverages this 
aspect of social media imagery to construct visual metaphors of 
himself during the war. On March 6, 2022, Zelenskyy posted a video 
tweet with the caption “Breaking.” In the video, he crafted an 

FIGURE 4

Media agenda and public agenda of diplomacy and international support frame.
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“imperfect” and “vulnerable” image of president by appearing in a 
signature military green T-shirt and sporting a full beard.4 In the seven 
visual tweets from the early stages of the war, this image recurs 
frequently. The green T-shirt metaphorically represents the Ukrainian 
army, militia, and civilians, making it easy for the public to associate 
him with the armed forces amidst the conflict. This visual symbol 
non-verbally conveys that Zelenskyy is closely monitoring the 
frontline situation. His unkempt appearance resonates with the 
instability and anxiety experienced by the populace during wartime. 
Through visual metaphors and the cognitive narrative of being present 
in the war, Zelenskyy transitions his image from a political elite to a 
“people’s guardian” and “heroic president.”

Sentiment analysis of public comments reveals a significant 
difference in public emotions across different war narrative frames 
during Stage 1 (p = 0.00 < 0.05). According to LSD post-hoc analysis, 
the positive sentiment scores in the comments under the leadership 
frame and the diplomacy and international support frame are 
significantly higher than those under the conflict and opposition 
frame. This suggests that during Stage 1, Zelenskyy’s statements as a 
political leader are more likely to garner the international audience’s 
attention and positive emotional support.

In the early stage of the war, Zelenskyy catered to the wartime 
needs of Ukraine and Western politics by portraying himself as a 
“national hero” and a “tragic figure.” As shown in Figure 7, in the 
agenda attribute network for the leadership frame during Stage 1, 
topics such as “support for Ukraine” prominently occupy the core of 
the media agenda. These topics are linked with attributes such as 
“help,” “friend,” “president” and “thank,” constructing narratives 
around “international assistance” and “stop Russia.” The combination 
of verbal and non-verbal communication made Zelenskyy ubiquitous 

4 https://twitter.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1500472014452273157

in both Ukrainian and Western public spheres. This not only earns 
him the trust of many countries’ citizens but also makes Ukraine 
unprecedentedly united, continually reinforcing his “hero” image.

4.2.2 Stage 2: media diplomacy—performance 
and spectatorship on social media

According to Gainous and Wagner (2014), political actors can 
autonomously produce and directly share information with the public 
through social media, influencing the public agenda and achieving 
significant social effects by creating and framing narratives. Social 
media constructs a space for dialog, enabling politicians to engage in 
effective impression management and garner public support. 
Meanwhile, the public participates in this new arena of political 
communication through watching and interacting. The interplay 
between political messaging and public interaction exemplifies how 
social media serves as a powerful tool for shaping political discourse, 
highlighting the importance of narrative framing in achieving desired 
social effects.

Figure  8 shows that in Stage 2, Zelenskyy’s tweets continue to 
predominantly use the diplomacy and international support frame, 
with enhancements compared to Stage 1. In Figure  9, Zelenskyy’s 
narrative themes within the diplomacy and international support 
frame become more focused, with “supporting Ukraine” positioned as 
a central topic. Starting in April, Ukraine shifted from comprehensive 
defense to focused defense. During this stage, Zelenskyy focuses on 
garnering support from the West, emphasizing media diplomacy. 
He actively tweets real-time updates on war mobilization, battlefield 
situations, speeches, records, and international mediation efforts. These 
efforts not only capture global public attention but also garner morally 
coercive international support. Furthermore, Zelenskyy continuously 
tweets thanks to leaders and governments worldwide, reinforcing a 
unified Western image in response to Russian aggression and 
significantly amplifying the impact of these aids.

FIGURE 6

The dissemination impact of Zelenskyy’s wartime tweets.
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4.2.3 Stage 3: emotional argument—humanizing 
to evoke international empathy

Classic rhetorical theory of effective persuasion includes three 
forms of argumentation: logical argumentation, relying on evidence 
and reasoning; ethical argumentation, based on the speaker’s 
character, isdom, moral qualities, and goodwill; and emotional 
argumentation, utilizing emotional appeals to enhance persuasive 

effect (Griffin, 2006). The visual and fragmented expression on social 
media platforms amplifies the advantage of emotional argumentation, 
providing a more rapid and effective means of invoking response and 
fostering empathy. This shift toward emotional argumentation is 
particularly relevant in the digital age, where political figures leverage 
visual imagery to evoke strong emotional connections with 
their audience.

FIGURE 8

Differences in the use of war narrative frame between stage 1 and stage 2.

FIGURE 7

Stage 1: media agenda and public agenda of leadership frame.
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Ukrainian President Zelenskyy has brought the skills of an actor 
into the current wartime politics. Deep within the vortex of war, 
Zelenskyy cleverly employs the humanization and empathy strategy 
in his tweets, combining international historical events to evoke 
public emotional resonance. On September 8, 2022, Zelenskyy 
tweeted sincere condolences on the passing of Queen Elizabeth II 
of the United Kingdom;5 on the 11th, he paid tribute to the victims 
of 9/11 in the United States, emphasizing that terrorism has no 
place to thrive.6 In addition, during this stage, he primarily uses the 
victim narrative frame visually, highlighting the tragic post-war 
situation in Ukraine. On September 26, 2022, Zelenskyy tweeted 
“Kharkov. Saltivka A large, quiet neighborhood. It was like this until 
the Russian invasion.” in stark contrast to the accompanying photo, 
the devastated ruins of the city.7 He elevates the defense of Ukraine 
to the defense of universal human values, exposing the brutality of 
war while reinforcing the narrative of victory in war. By invoking 
emotions of fear, confidence, outrage, and compassion, he further 
strengthens the persuasive effect.

4.2.4 Stage 4: interaction ritual chain—the 
interactive ritual of short videos

American sociologist Collins (2004) introduced the theory of 
Interaction Ritual Chains in his book “Interaction Ritual Chains.” 
Drawing from this theoretical model, it has been found that on 
platforms like Twitter, short videos create ritual interactions where 
global audiences converge around shared focal points provided by 
the videos. The comment sections serve as spaces for collective 
interaction. This construction of “Interaction Ritual Chains” 
through the dissemination of short videos fosters emotional 
resonance among the public, stimulates a sense of belonging and 
identification, and thereby replenishes emotional energy. This 
strengthens the effect of “zero-distance” communication under the 
interactive order. By drawing on Collins’ Interaction Ritual Chains, 
we can better understand how Zelenskyy’s strategic use of social 
media deepens the emotional engagement of his followers and 
reinforces a shared sense of purpose in the context of the 
ongoing conflict.

In two tweets posted by Zelenskyy on January 11 and January 
20, 2023, unlike traditional political leaders who appear in formal 
attire, Zelenskyy opted for a casual black long-sleeved sweater, 
presenting a simple wartime image.8 In his speech videos, 
Zelenskyy often started with phrases like “Dear Ukrainians, I wish 
you health!” or “Today, as always, Ukraine honors,” using a warm 
tone to closely associate himself with the Ukrainian people, thus 
enhancing the experience of emotional sharing. It can be observed 
that through a series of verbal and non-verbal symbols, Zelenskyy 
has fostered weak ties centered around the ritual core of 
“defending Ukraine” among global audiences. This has successfully 
achieved a connection between image construction, value 
transmission, and emotional arousal, thereby achieving effective 
communication outcomes.

5 https://twitter.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1567935139447205888

6 https://twitter.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1568917883836661762

7 https://twitter.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1574340890998591491

8 https://twitter.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1613126818823012352;  

https://twitter.com/ZelenskyyUa/status/1616406133823897602

4.3 Communication effect: stage-based 
network agenda setting of war narrative frame

There is a significant correlation between the war narrative 
frames constructed by Zelenskyy on Twitter and the media and 
public agendas (Table 2). The agenda-setting effects of these frames 
exhibit different characteristics across stages of the war and changes 
in public opinion environments. In Stage 1, the leadership frame 
demonstrates prominent effects, indicating that in the early crisis, 
the decisiveness and actions of leaders are crucial for shaping 
public perception and rallying domestic and international support. 
In Stage 2, the continued influence of the leadership frame and 
enhanced effects of the diplomacy and international support frame 
are evident. During this stage, Zelenskyy not only reinforces his 
leadership image but also intensifies efforts to garner support and 
cooperation on the international stage. In Stage 3, the overall 
agenda-setting effect of the war narrative frames weakens, with the 
conflict and oppositional frame showing more pronounced effects, 
possibly related to specific developments in the war and the 
intensification of conflicts. In Stage 4 the agenda-setting effects of 
all frames on topic discussions notably decline. As the conflict 
between Russia and Ukraine continues, international public 
attention toward Zelenskyy himself and the situation diminishes. 
Additionally, shifts in international public opinion environments 
and emerging issues may also divert public attention.

Overall, Zelenskyy’s war narrative frames also exhibit 
characteristics of staged evolution in their network agenda-setting 
effects. Zelenskyy’s profound understanding and adept use of Twitter 
as an effective political communication tool allow him to flexibly 
adjust his social media strategies based on changes in the Russia-
Ukraine situation and public opinion. This adaptive strategy aims to 
garner maximum public support and international attention. These 
adjustments not only help bolster Zelenskyy’s personal leadership and 
mobilization capabilities but also guide the direction of war discourse 
and shape public perceptions.

5 Conclusion and discussion

This study systematically analyzes the strategies and 
communication effects of political leaders on social media in the 
context of wartime crises from the perspective of political 
communication on social media. By integrating framing theory, 
dramatic theory, and network agenda-setting theory, the study 
proposes an innovative theoretical framework that encompasses 
three dimensions: narrative, presentation, and effect. This framework 
not only fills a gap in academic research but also provides a new 
theoretical perspective for understanding modern political 
communication, particularly regarding how political leaders project 
leadership, manage public perception, and influence international 
opinion in crisis situations.

5.1 Constructing discursive power: 
dynamic performance strategies for 
shaping war narratives

Currently, actively setting agendas to influence the direction of 
international discourse is increasingly becoming a crucial source 
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and manifestation of a nation’s political power in response to 
globalization needs. In the complex arena of international public 
opinion, social media disrupts the monopoly of traditional political 
propaganda over political sources, discourse, and viewpoints. This 
shift has tilted the focus of political communication toward 
narrative logic, discourse selection, the pursuit of values, and 
contestation of meaning, leaning toward individual societal 
members (Jin and Ning, 2023). Political leaders, governments, and 
states operate within this social media environment, wherein they 
continually address crises and institute damage control through 
platforms such as Twitter (Duncombe, 2019b). This also imposes 
higher demands on the social media use strategies of political 
leaders. In the context of the Russia-Ukraine information war, 
Ukrainian President Zelenskyy integrates acting skills into political 
performances, swiftly mastering the art of political communication 

during the crisis of war. His personal charisma, acting skills, and 
experience in television have proved to be  extremely useful in 
politics and war (Dyczok and Chung, 2022). This also sets Zelenskyy 
apart from other political leaders in terms of the style and content 
of social media performance. The actor-turned-president Zelenskyy, 
has emphasized his role as a “internet actor” who is adept at using 
a wealth of acting techniques to establish an emotional connection 
with the public. Construct a narrative of national community, and 
enhance his political appeal (Hordecki and Nosova, 2023). In 
contrast, former U.S. President Donald Trump, also a performative 
leader, was more of a “internet maniac” person. He uses an informal, 
direct and provocative communication style to construct and 
reinforce the notion of a homogenous people and a homeland 
threatened by a dangerous other, with a distinctly personal note 
(Kreis, 2017; Tasente, 2020). In addition, while many political 

TABLE 2 Network agenda-setting effects of war narrative frame.

Stage War narrative frame Obs. value Significance

Stage 1: February–March Leadership frame 0.39 0.00

Diplomacy and international support frame 0.30 0.00

Conflict and opposition frame 0.29 0.00

Stage 2: April–August Leadership frame 0.38 0.00

Diplomacy and international support frame 0.32 0.00

Conflict and opposition frame 0.19 0.00

Stage 3: September–

November

Leadership frame 0.23 0.00

Diplomacy and international support frame 0.22 0.00

Conflict and opposition frame 0.27 0.00

Stage 4: December–February Leadership frame 0.17 0.00

Diplomacy and international support frame 0.18 0.00

Conflict and opposition frame 0.18 0.00

FIGURE 9

Stage 2: media agenda and public agenda of diplomacy and international support frame.
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leaders use social media for domestic issues or campaigning (Jensen 
and Anstead, 2014; Park et al., 2016), Zelenskyy has expanded its 
use to global diplomacy, becoming a pioneer in “Twitter diplomacy.” 
His strategy differs from traditional diplomacy by creating a direct 
and emotionally charged connection with international audiences 
and world leaders.

The framing of media narratives profoundly influences public 
understanding of issues and their solutions, as well as affecting 
audience attitudes, perspectives, and behaviors (De Vreese, 2005). 
Faced with the vast territory and strong military power of Russia, 
Zelenskyy has opted for a more flexible approach to propaganda, 
shaping international discourse through the construction of a war 
narrative framework. He has shifted the international community’s 
perception of the conflict, creating a public opinion environment 
favorable to Ukraine (Kalinchuk, 2023). More precisely, in terms of 
narrative, he has constructed three interrelated thematic frameworks: 
leadership, conflict/hostility, and international diplomacy and support. 
These themes are further reinforced by the use of hashtags, which 
tightly link events to these frames, thereby influencing how the 
international community attributes responsibility in the Russia-
Ukraine war. Additionally, he has personified humanitarian aid for 
Ukraine’s cause as a model of social and moral expectation, a 
phenomenon that resembles the “bystander effect” as previously 
discussed by scholars (Darley and Latané, 1968). The findings show 
that Zelenskyy strategically adjusts his communication strategies 
according to his political intentions at different stages of the war, 
effectively mobilizing the war discourse and achieving international 
discourse construction. In the early stages, leveraging the “primacy 
effect,” political figures initiate cognitive narrative strategies that have 
strong initial and offensive effects (Sullivan, 2019). The leaders’ own 
political charisma becomes a powerful weapon to win over 
international public opinion, and international agenda-setting is most 
effective at this stage. However, with the continuation of the conflict, 
the multiplicity of factors makes the primacy effect diminishing 
(Hendrick et  al., 1973). In the face of declining public attention, 
political leaders need to shift their social media performance strategies, 
where social media pressure can be effective in advancing political 
goals such as negotiation and aid. In a time of political discourse 
marketization, foreign aggression, and national insecurity are powerful 
messages to attract attention and influence public perceptions 
(Steblyna, 2020). In the middle and late stages of a conflict, discourses 
of hope involving descriptions of the conflict or shaping victory 
become a narrative strategy more capable of mobilizing public political 
participation. Overall, the agenda-setting effects of war narrative 
frames gradually diminish over time. This is possibly influenced by 
factors such as information saturation and public fatigue in online 
communication (Bright et al., 2015; Liu and He, 2021).

5.2 Leadership image building: visual 
rhetoric boosts international opinion 
mobilization

Nowadays, social media platforms have become intersections of 
national interests and sources of various international conflicts. Based 
on the characteristics of social media platforms that place images on top 
of text, it is necessary to emphasize the important role of visual image 
construction of political leaders in war situations (Dhanesh and 

Rahman, 2021). In the process of exploring the symbolic power of the 
leader’s image, French sociologist P. Bourdieu introduced the concept 
of political capital (Swartz, 2003). Fesun et al. (2019) argue that the level 
of popularity and trust is the fundamental feature of the politician’s 
image, which shapes his political capital. In the unique context of war, 
international audiences are often abstract entities. The more 
personalized and less mysterious leaders appear the more they can 
evoke empathy and cheers from people. This requires leaders to actively 
expose the foregrounded “middle ground” to shape a down-to-earth 
image (Yu, 2018). In a war conflict, Zelenskyy has done this well. 
He effectively utilizes the global platform of public opinion shaped by 
the West to suppress Russia and uses his personal Twitter account as a 
window for image self-presentation. By packaging his wartime image 
and combining it with emotionally compelling rhetoric, he subverts 
traditional perceptions of political leadership, swiftly shaping the image 
of a war hero president and defender of the people in the minds of 
global audiences. Furthermore, previous research has shown that 
images ‘provide access to a range of visual experiences (Perreault and 
Paul, 2018), and that visual presentations, such as through photographs, 
can reflect and enhance the personal emotions and attitudes of the 
publisher, and are more likely to resonate and interact with the public 
(Newton, 1998). The media performance behavior of political leaders 
profoundly affects the international public’s understanding of state 
action and the shaping of the state’s image. On this cyber warfare, 
Zelenskyy’s constant online and media presence further aided in the 
creation of a personal global identity and potentially forms a collective 
memory for Ukraine and the West in relation to the Russia-Ukraine 
War (Dodonov, 2022). In today’s hyperconnected world, political 
leadership is increasingly defined by the ability to manage and project a 
compelling visual narrative, particularly in times of crisis. By mastering 
this digital “performance,” leaders can mobilize international opinion, 
generate empathy, and reinforce their legitimacy. Of course, the image-
building of leaders during wartime crises not only depends on carefully 
crafted visual narratives but also hinges on their ability to understand 
audience psychology and effectively leverage the characteristics of 
media for communication (Son et al., 2019). Ultimately, the effect of 
leaders’ image-building during wartime crises is a dynamic interplay 
between strategic narrative construction and a profound comprehension 
of audience dynamics, underscoring the necessity for adaptive 
communication strategies in an increasingly complex media landscape.

This study proposes an innovative theoretical framework for the 
field of political communication on social media and offers specific 
operational suggestions for communication practices during wartime 
crises. With the advancement of technology and changes in the global 
political environment, the role of social media in political 
communication will become increasingly important. Future research 
should deepen the exploration of this field, building upon this study 
to further expand it by examining cross-platform and cross-cultural 
comparative studies, or by focusing on how political leaders use 
social media during wartime crises under different political systems. 
This would explore the similarities and differences in their strategies 
and effects, providing more universal theoretical references for the 
political performances of leaders on social media.

This study does have several areas that could be further improved 
in future research. Firstly, there are certain limitations to using 
comments on Zelenskyy’s tweets to construct an international public 
agenda. Twitter data, while valuable for understanding public opinion, 
does not represent the entire global population, and Twitter users 
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alone may not be fully representative of international public opinion. 
Secondly, frame coding based on manual analysis may introduce 
subjective biases. Automated or mixed-method approaches could 
potentially mitigate these biases and enhance the objectivity of the 
analysis. Thirdly, in quantifying sentiment and communication effects, 
we  focus solely on textual comments, neglecting the significant 
presence of images and emoji in the comment sections. This oversight 
could restrict a comprehensive understanding of international public 
sentiments and perspectives.
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