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How do specific communication technologies operate?

What assumptions do they take from and contribute to 
society?

What forms of power do they encourage?



Frisk, J. (2008, 18-31 March). Medier bjuder in engagerade läsare. Journalisten, 14-16















”It is purely an apparatus for distribution, for mere sharing out. So here is a 
positive suggestion: change this apparatus over from distribution to 

communication. 

The radio would be the finest possible communication apparatus in public 
life, a vast network of pipes. That is to say, it would be if it knew how to 

receive as well as to transmit, how to let the listener speak as well as hear, 
how to bring him into a relationship instead of isolating him. 

On this principle the radio should step out of the supply business and 
organize its listeners as suppliers. 

Any attempt by the radio to give a truly public character to Public occasions 
is a step in the right direction.”



http://www.zealousweb.net/blog/technology/web-20-technology-applications-world-wide-web/



Interactivity
• Several definitions from several disciplines
• Two main categories:
– Human: discussion, contact between

citizens, politicians, policy-makers
– Medium: citizen can interact with content

provided for them - ”online brochures”, 
”Extended infomercials”





(More) 
Positive
take…

(More)
Negative 
take…

Employed by 
(among others)

Equalization/
Innovation

Normalization Gibson, Lusoli and Ward, 2008, 
Lilleker, Koc-Michalska, Schweitzer, 
Jacunski, Jackson and Vedel, 2011, 
Margolis and Resnick, 2000, 
Mascheroni and Mattoni, 2012, 
Resnick, 1998, Schweitzer, 2008, 
Schweitzer, 2009

Optimistic Pessimistic Bentivegna, 2006, Coleman and 
Blumler, 2009

Cyber-Optimist Cyber-Realist Shane, 2004, Wright, 2011

Optimist Sceptic Christensen and Bengtsson, 2011
Utopian Dystopian Hara and Jo, 2007
Shift Enhancement Larsson, 2011

E-ruption Web 1.5 Kalnes, 2009, Pascu, Osimo, 
Ulbrich, Turlea and Burgelman, 2007



(more) optimistic view
• Largely stems from comparably early, 

primarily conceptual efforts, sketching out the 
potentials of digital media

• “Many users and contemporaneous scholars
believed that computer networking technology
had the potential to dramatically alter the 
nature and shape of political discourse – and 
of democracy itself – by engaging and 
energizing new participants in the political
process”
(Foot & Schneider, 2006, p. 8)



http://mashable.com/2010/01/18/obamas-first-real-tweet/



(more) pessimistic/realistic view
Focus on the actual uses rather than the potentials



First, we must remember that unless extraordinary events like a war or
economic depression impinge on their daily lives, most people don't actively

participate in politics and neither know nor care very much about it.

Second, contrary to the hopes of some theorists of participatory democracy,
the Internet is rapidly becoming a commercial medium. As

The Internet may have the potential to change the nature of American and
indeed even world politics, but we doubt that it will.

[…] we expect that most people will act as high-tech consumers rather than political activists. In
sum: plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose



The magic elixir […] to reinvigorate the masses to participate in the process of government”

Political candidates’ websites must be viewed, then, as infomercials for the candidate –
extended advertisements in the best light possible in order to win the most votes to lead the 

country, the state, or the city

The real work of democracy, however, is not only in letting people donate money or download
screen savers onto a computer. The real work also is in human-human interaction







Giddens, A., & Pierson, C. (1998). Conversations with Anthony Giddens : making sense of
modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press., p 83.



Rose, J., & Scheepers, R. (2001). Structuration Theory and Information System Development - Frameworks for 
Practice. Paper presented at the 9th European Conference on Information Systems, Bled, Slovenia. 



[…] ”most people don’t do things very differently. 
Most of my studies, if you look at them, are more

about people doing more of the same.”

Scharmer, C. O. (1999) "Awareness is the First and Critical Thing" - Conversations with
Professor Wanda Orlikowski.



Empirical approaches



Common Starting Points…
- There is (supposedly) a crisis in contemporary, western 

democracies
- declining parliamentary-political engagement, lower voting

attendance (e.g. Hermans and Vergeer, 2012 Lilleker and Malagón, 
2010) 

- This crisis can (supposedly) be remedied by the Internet
- Techno-utopianism… nothing new

- Same hopes in the 1.0 era – empirical studies largely disproved
– resurfacing with a shiny, new 2.0 look

- Plenty of studies look at how politicians and citizens make use
of these services during elections…

- Comparative studies between similar countries and across
elections











Comparative insights are
needed
- Facebook and Twitter use at the hands of Swedish political

parties during the 2014 general elections
- Go beyond the ’routine’ aspect of simply having an online 

presence – in the form of web sites (Gibson, 2004; 
Druckman et al., 2007) or on the services discussed here
(Groshek and Al-Rawi, 2013)  
- “new tools are broadly available […] scholars can learn little from 

comparing which candidate has more, or better, technology” 
(Bimber, 2014: 132)

- Detail the actual activity as undertaken by political actors…
- … As well as the types of feedback that this activity yields

on both platforms (Hansen and Kosiara-Pedersen, 2014)



Research Questions
Adopting an overarching, structural approach, the study 
presents two research questions:

- To what extent did Swedish political parties use Facebook 
and Twitter during the 2014 election?

- What types of feedback did Swedish political parties 
receive on Facebook and Twitter during the 2014 election?

What parties were involved in the election? 
Specific characteristics of these parties?
Specific characteristics of Twitter and Facebook use?
… Based on these characteristics, what should we expect?



Party (abbreviation) 2010 
Vote %

Twitter 
Followers

Facebook 
Fans

Incumbent 
after 2010 

elections?

Ideology

Social Democrats (S)

Conservative Party (M)

Environmental Party (Mp)

Liberal Party (Fp)

Centre Party (C)

Sweden Democrats (Sd)

Left Party (V)

Christian Democrats (Kd)

Pirate Party (Pp)

Feminist Initiative (Fi)



Party (abbreviation) 2010 
Vote %

Twitter 
Followers

Facebook 
Fans

Incumbent 
after 2010 

elections?

Ideology

Social Democrats (S) 30.7 38 728 79 866 No Left

Conservative Party (M) 30.1 32 133 40 374 Yes Right

Environmental Party (Mp) 7.3 18 090 45 295 No Environmentalist

Liberal Party (Fp) 7.1 17 666 9 881 Yes Centre

Centre Party (C) 6.6 17 746 12 327 Yes Centre

Sweden Democrats (Sd) 5.7 13 008 85 250 No Populist Right

Left Party (V) 5.6 30 483 40 456 No Left

Christian Democrats (Kd) 5.6 14 704 6 158 Yes Right

Pirate Party (Pp) 0.65 38 795 84 218 No Centre

Feminist Initiative (Fi) 0.40 25 537 108 270 No Left
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Method
- Data collection
– For Facebook: Netvizz
– For Twitter: yourTwapperKeeper
- Official party accounts traced for a one-month leading up to 

the election (held on September 14th, 2014)

- Data analysis
– SPSS
– Tablelau



To what extent did Swedish 
political parties use Facebook
and Twitter during the 2014 

election?



Bars indicate N of posts or tweets made during one-month period leading up to 2014 elections



Bars indicate N of posts or tweets made during one-month period leading up to 2014 elections



Twitter Facebook

Redistribute

Interact

Acknowledge



Twitter Facebook

Redistribute Retweet Share

Interact Mention,
@mention

(Direct
message)

Comment
(Chat)

Acknowledge Favorite Like

Larsson, Anders Olof. 2015. "Comparing to Prepare: Suggesting Ways to Study Social Media Today--and Tomorrow."  
Social Media + Society 1 (1). 



What types of feedback did
Swedish political parties receive
on Facebook and Twitter during

the 2014 election?
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Average feedback received per post on Facebook. 
Horizontal axis indicates M of Comments/post; Vertical line indicates M of Shares/Post; Node size and label indicate M of Likes/Post.



Most liked, commented post

Most shared post



Average feedback received per post on Facebook. 
Horizontal axis indicates M of Comments/post; Vertical line indicates M of Shares/Post; Node size and label indicate M of Likes/Post.



Average feedback received per post on Facebook. 
Horizontal axis indicates M of Comments/post; Vertical line indicates M of Shares/Post; Node size and label indicate M of

Likes/Post.



Most shared post



What types of feedback did
Swedish political parties receive
on Facebook and Twitter during

the 2014 election?
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Average feedback received per tweet on Twitter. 
Horizontal axis indicates M of @mentions/post; Vertical line indicates M of Retweets/Post; Node size and label indicate M 

of Favorites/Post.



Average feedback received per tweet on Twitter. 
Horizontal axis indicates M of @mentions/post; Vertical line indicates M of Retweets/Post; Node size and label indicate M of Favorites/Post.



In conclusion…
• Dominance of Twitter over Facebook
– ”Communicative mismatch” (Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014) 

between citizens and politicians
– ”Swedish political parties appear to prioritize reaching out

societal elites on Twitter rather than to the more ‘Average
Joe’ type citizen one would find on Facebook.”

– Possible opinion leaders – few redistributions – but
redistributions that reach the right people?



In conclusion…
• Sweden Democrats emerge as succesful on

both services
– “the politically cynical or disenfranchised may be using

the Internet to express their concerns” (Gil de Zúñiga et 
al, 2010: 46)

– Social democrats popular on Facebook, Conservatives
on Twitter… fits their respective voter profile

– The curious case of Feminist Initiative… lack of party 
organization? Strong ’grassroots’ not enough? 

• Is feedback always a positive thing?
– Not necessarily – but from the point of view of the

algorithm…







Personalized politics
• “a greater focus on personalities and 

leaders” (Gibson et al. 2008: 15)
• “growing electoral relevance of the 

individual characteristics and qualities of
politicians, including information about
their private lives” (Kluver et al., 2007: 46) 

• Party focus diminishing, specific issues
less important

• Focus on (charistmatic) party leaders, 
their everyday lives and private spheres







Personalization online
• “Personalization is not a new phenomenon, but

has already been applied in political advertising
for a long time” 
(Hermans and Vergeer 2012: 76)

• Process started with TV – Kennedy as an 
example

• Internet functions as a catalyst for personalization
– Online channels controlled by politicians

themselves
– Possible to avoid certain questions, issues
– Possible to focus on issues of own choice, 

”spin” issues that challenge them
– The importance of beer





Scandinavian political posters…
then and now















Previous work…



Filimonov, Russmann & Svensson (2016): 
”The image the parties were presenting leaned toward personalization with a strong presence

of top candidates in their postings. Top candidates were primarily displayed in a 
political/professional context”



Enli & Skogerbø (2013):
”A first key finding is that the politicians’ report higher and more idealistic

motivations for democratic dialogue for their social media use than they actually
manage to manoeuvre in practice.”

” For other politicians, social media represent yet another marketing tool.
Our second finding is that politicians’ reported motive to use social media for

marketing purposes was reflected in their actual use. Still, social media marketing
was personalized and involved private exposure and individual initiatives.”



Personalization on social media

• Social media… “fit into long-term ongoing
processes where political communication
has become increasingly focused on 
personalities and personal traits of
politicians” 
(Enli och Skogerbø 2013: 758)

• “the rise of electronic media is […] 
intertwined with personalization of politics” 
(Svensson 2012: 185)



Definition?
• ”A shift from party organizations to individual

politicians, detailing their respective private 
spheres, emotional reflections and individual
proficiencies” (Kluver, et al., 2007; 
Kruikemeier, et al., 2013; Rahat and Sheafer, 
2007; Van Aelst et al., 2011).

• “private, domestic or personal, familial matters
in contradistinction to public, political matters” 
(Fraser, 1992: 151)





Following Hermans & Vergeer:

• Personalized content offered by politicians
can be understood across three different, 
yet related themes – professional, home
and family and personal preferences



Definition following Hermans & 
Vergeer:

• Professional:
– turning public issues into private ones

• Home and family:
– focus on the personal relationships of

the political actor
• Personal preferences:
– focused on the disclosure of a variety of

personal inclinations – regarding cultural
and other phenomena such as literature, 
television, music or sports



Method
• Data collection
– Official Instagram accounts of parties and politicians
– InstaR package for the R software environment (Barbera, 

2016)
– Changes in API access… commercialization a la Twitter?

• Data analysis
– Statistical analyses to identify most liked, commented

posts
– Mean comparisons to determine popularity of party and 

leader accounts respectively
– ”Regram”?
– Qualitative assessment of most liked, commented posts
• Does personalized content ”work”? 



Party (abbrev.)

Party leader

Party 
leader
since

First post in 
sample

Posts M 
posts/day

Followersa Followinga Ratio of
Following/
Followers

Labour Party
(Ap)

12-06-29 1071 .75 7458 731 .09

Jonas Gahr Støre June 
2014

14-06-17 146 .21 12700 100 .008

Progress Party
(Frp)

12-06-14 211 .15 1233 240 .02

Siv Jensen May 
2006

12-10-18 8 .006 4232 12 .003

Conservatives
(H)

12-10-29 1556 1.21 7015 5519 .79

H – Erna Solberg May 
2004

12-04-25 340 .23 36000 98 .003

Green Party
(MDG)

13-04-16 532 .47 7877 7500 .95

U.A. Bastholm Jan. 
2016

12-12-19 199 .16 541 476 .88

Red Party (R) 15-04-07 88 .21 1347 518 .38

Bjørnar Moxnes Jan. 
2012

15-03-30 173 .41 4299 408 .09

Socialist Left Party
(Sv)

12-08-15 736 .53 3223 445 .14

Audun Lysbakken Jan. 
2012

13-05-01 418 .37 4508 263 .06

Liberal Party 13-03-08 411 .35 1630 1436 .88

(V)

Trine Skei Grande Jan. 
2010

12-12-01 566 .44 5128 7500 1.46



Results



Likes Comments
N of

posts
Mean Std. Dev. t Mean Std. 

Dev.
t

Labour Party (Ap) 1071 156.22 103.91 -10.98*** 1.78 3.49 -3.31**

Jonas Gahr Støre 146 345.51 204.76 4.18 8.66
Progress Party (Frp) 211 32.48 27.15 -4.87** .71 1.63 -1.51

Siv Jensen 8 256.38 129.81 54.38 100.49
Conservatives (H) 1556 98.62 56.39 -20.96*** 1.25 2.18 -9.78***

H – Erna Solberg 340 677.49 508.46 27.94 50.31
Green Party (MDG) 532 137.63 120.37 23.01*** 3.75 4.99 13.53***

U.A. Bastholm 199 16.19 9.59 .65 1.05
Red Party (R) 88 59.65 36.25 -11.77*** .63 1.31 -6.98***

Bjørnar Moxnes 173 184.72 130.27 3.68 5.46
Socialist Left Party 736 73.91 55.45 -11.25*** .59 1.21 -8.11***

Audun Lysbakken 418 116.49 65.16 1.73 2.73
Liberal Party 411 29.60 22.06 -37.68*** .48 1.02 -17.36***

Trine Skei Grande 566 128.64 56.92 3.31 3.69



Popular party posts

















Popular party leader posts









And, of course:













In conclusion
• Political parties tend to gain traction when

providing content that relate to elections
and policy isssues

• Individual politicians emerge as successful
when providing highly personalized
imagery

• Repercussions?



Personalization ’works’
• Party leaders ”outgrow” their parties in 

terms of popularity
• Effects on stylistics, prioritizations of

parties and politicians alike
• Parties still strong in scandinavian context
• … but could be seen as losing apparently

losing the Instagram ’popularity contest’
• Analyses performed by parties… lead to 

more personalized content? 
• Younger voters?



























Concluding comments, possible
points for discussion, et.c.



Concluding comments, possible
points for discussion, et.c.

• Access to data – ”Data rich” and ”Data poor”
– Commercialization a la Twitter
– The Instagram example

• Research ethics differ from context to context
– Scandinavia and the world

• Longitudinal studies of changing, new or 
recontextualized media?
– What is the ”social” in ”social media”?
– Sharing practices in newer platforms
• Instagram
• Snapchat



Thank you for your attention.
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