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ABSTRACT

Thisarticlepresentsandadoptsanewdefinitionofthepopularizationofpoliticalcommunication,
whichisdefinedasastrategiccommunicativeactionthroughwhichpoliticalactorstrytocreatenew
connectionswiththosecitizenswhodonotstillknow,followandsupportthemandtoemotionally
strengthenthepoliticalbondwiththeircurrentsympathizers.Second,acomparativeanalysisofthe
Facebookpagesofthemainpoliticalleadersof31countriesshowsthatthepopularizationofpolitical
communicationisarelevantphenomenononFacebook,whileaqualitativecomparativeanalysis(QCA)
indicatesthatthepresenceofapresidentialsystem,ahighdigitalizationofthemediasystem,anda
highleveloftrustinpoliticalinstitutionsarethreesufficientconditionsfora“pop”communication
onFacebook.Finally,thearticleidentifiesanddiscussesitsmainpropertiesanddevelopmentunder
thecurrenthybridmediasystem.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

ScrollingontheFacebookpagesofpoliticalactorsexposesaudiencestoawidearrayofcommunicative
stances.Politicianscommunicatewhatandhowtheywantontheirowndigitalprofiles,including
textualcontentaboutaspecificpolicyissue,harshattacksontheiropponentsinvideos,theuseofa
populiststyleofcommunicationwithstylishinfo-graphs,andsoforth.Sometimes,theyalsopublish
pictureswhilecampaigningwithafilmstar, livevideosbuyingfreshfoodinasupermarketora
birthdaywishtoaparentinaconcisebutpassionatetextstatus.Respectively,theliteraturedenotes
thesethreelattercommunicativechoicesasempiricalexamplesofcelebritypolitics,lifestylepolitics
andintimatepolitics.Whileanalysesonhowandwhypoliticalleadersemploypolicyissues(Cotta
andCeccobelli,2017;Larsson,2015),negativecampaigning(Gainous&Wagner,2014;Auter&Fine,
2016)andpopulistcommunication(Engesseretal.,2017;DeVreeseetal.,2018)onsocialmedia
aboundintheliterature,lessattentionhasbeendevotedtothelatterphenomena,particularlyfroma
comparativeperspective.Theaimofthisarticleisthreefold:first,itprovidesacausal,ontological,
andrealisticreasoningforanalysingcelebrity,lifestyleandintimatecontentunderthepopularization
ofpoliticalcommunication’stheoreticallenses;second,throughaqualitativecomparativeanalysis
(QCA),itrevealsthesufficiencyconditionsforthemainpoliticalleadersof31countries’strategic
choiceofpopularizingtheirpoliticalcommunicationonFacebook;finally,itidentifiesanddiscusses
themainpropertiesandimplicationsofthisstrategiccommunicativeactionunderthecurrenthybrid
mediasystem.
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THE PoPULARIZATIoN oF PoLITICAL CoMMUNICATIoN

Inatimecharacterizedbytheso-called“populistzeitgeist”(Mudde,2004),themostrecentliterature
on leaders’communicationstylehasdevoted lessattention tootherconcepts thathaveanimated
thescientificdebateonthistopicformanyyears.Beforethepopulistzeitgeisthypothesisreached
enormous popularity within academic research, concepts such as the personalization of politics
(Karvonen,2010;Rahat&Sheafer,2007),celebritypolitics(Street,2004;West&Orman,2003;
Wheeler,2013),lifestylepolitics(Bennett,1998;Mancini,2011)andintimatepolitics(Langer,2010;
Stanyer,2013)wereamongthemainconceptsadoptedbymediascholarstodescribeandexplainthe
changesoccurringinthepoliticalcommunicationofcontemporarypoliticalactors.Alltheseconcepts
havebeenandarestillemployedastheoreticallensesdenotingthedifferentstrategiesusedbypolitical
actorstocommunicateproficientlywithvotersduetoacontinuouslytransformingmediaandapolitical
environmentcharacterizedbyindividualization(Inglehart,1997),party-de-alignment(Daltonetal.,
2000),commercialization(Hallin&Mancini,2004)mediaabundanceandaudiencefragmentation
(Iyengar&Hahn,2009; JominiStroud,2011;Mancini,2013;Prior,2007).The transformations
denotedbytheseconceptsarestraightforward:politicalleaderscurrentlysellmorethanparties(the
personalizationofpolitics);theymustappearlikeordinarycitizensandintouchwiththedailylives
oftheirvoters(lifestylepolitics);theyhavetobeperceivedasextraordinaryindividuals,deserving
oftheofficetheyaspiretohold(celebritypolitics);andfinally,politicalleadersmustmaketheir
privatelivespublicbecausevotersneedtotrustthem,anddisclosingaspectsoftheirprivatelives
makethemappearauthentic(intimatepolitics).

Thesedifferentconceptstracedifferentphenomena,buttheyallshareacrucialelement:the
causalreasoningdeterminingwhypoliticalleadersneedtocommunicatetheirproximitywithvoters,
theirextraordinarinessandtheirauthenticity.Therearetwomaindriverspushingpoliticalleaders
towardsthesestrategicmoves:theneedtokeeptheircurrentsupportersontheirelectoralsideand
toenlargethepooloftheirsympathizerstotransformthemintofutureloyalvoters.Thiscausalred
lineconnectingthesethreeconceptscanbeidentifiedbythenotionofpopularization(Street,2015),
andinthisarticle,itisempiricallyusedaccordingtothefollowingnewdefinition:

The popularization of political communication is a strategic communicative action through which 
political actors try to create new connections with those citizens who still do not know, follow or 
support them – particularly with the ones who are less interested in the news, in the actors and in 
the dynamics related to the sphere of politics – and to emotionally strengthen the bond with their 
current sympathizers.

Sodefined, thepopularizationofpoliticalcommunicationdoesnotneed tobeconsidereda
newphenomenon(duringpreviouscenturies,politicalactorsneededtocreatenewconnectionswith
thosecitizenswhostilldonotknow,followorsupportthemandtoemotionallystrengthenthebond
withtheircurrentsympathizers).Politiciansalwaysneededandtriedtocreateconnectionswithnew
potentialvotersandkeepastrongbondwith theirmore loyalones.However, thecurrenthybrid
mediasystem,whichissodeeplyaffectedbydigitalmediaandtheirownlogics(Chadwick,2013),
mightmakepopularizationbothmorerequiredandemployedbypoliticalactors.Citizensconsume
politicalnews inahigh-choicemediaenvironment (Prior,2007) that isevermoredominatedby
privatedigitalcompanies(Kreiss&McGregor,2017)that,throughtheirsecretalgorithms,seem
topushthemwithinechochambers(Hannaketal.,2013;Pariser,2011)1.Here,throughselective
exposuremediapractices,theyareexposedtotheinformationtheylikethemost,beingaspecific
politicalside,ornopoliticalsidesatall,iftheyusethesenewdigitalplatformsasentertainingmedia
outletsonly(Iyengar,1987;Wheeler,2009).Itiswithinthiscurrentmediaenvironmentthatpolitical
actorsmustmanagehowtomakeupdifferentcommunicativestrategies,suchaswhattheliterature
hasdiscussedusingtheideasofintimate,celebrityandlifestylepolitics,consideredhereasthree
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