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Selfie Diplomacy: An Analysis of MFA
Profile Pictures on Twitter ,

As news of Brexit broke, foreign ministries throughout the world took to social media to
comment on the UK’s decision to leave the EU. The German foreign ministry responded by
changing its Twitter profile picture/cover photo from an image of the foreign minister to the EU
flag (see below).
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Studies have shown that profile pictures/cover photots on social media sites serve two main
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functions. The first is the creation of an online identity. Social network users employ their
profile picture/cover photo to construct an identity and to communicate that identity to online
communities. Secondly, profile pictures enable one to manage their online impression.
Individuals can project a well-crafted image through their profile pictures/cover photos.

An intriguing question is how do MFAs use their Twitter profile pictures/cover photos. Are
these used to promote the national brand, or to project a certain institutional image or perhaps
to make political statements as was the case with the Germany’s foreign ministry? | have
previously conceptualized MFA social media activity as a form of “Selfie diplomacy” as
ministries use Twitter to manage the national image. Profile pictures/cover photos may serve
as another form of selfie diplomacy through which MFAs construct their own digital identities.

To investigate how MFA utilize profile pictures, | reviewed the Twitter profile pictures/cover
photos of 69 ministries. Through content analysis | was able to identify five broad categories
that offer insight into the use of profile pictures/cover photos by MFAs.

Category One: Institutionalism

The first category | identified included MFAs whose profile picture/cover photo consists of the
ministry’s building (see below). Such profile pictures/cover photos enable MFAs to identify
themselves as professional institutions tasked with representing their nations abroad. Such
institutions are home to trained practitioners who use routines and standard operating
procedures to achieve their goals. Profile picture/cover photos of MFA buildings may also add
credibility to social media content as such they signify that MFA tweets constitute official
government statements as opposed to slogans and catchphrases.
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