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Abstract

TikTok, already widely used before the pandemic, boomed during the quarantine that locked down large parts of the
world, reaching 2 billion downloads and 800 million monthly active users worldwide by the end of 2020. Of these 800
million users, 41% are aged between 16 and 24 years. This social network, widely known for its entertainment videos,
is increasingly becoming a place for political discussion and therefore a unique opportunity for political actors to (re)
connect with young people. Acknowledging that the political uses of TikTok are still understudied, this paper aims to
explore whether and how Spanish political parties are including TikTok as part of their communication strategy. Through
an affordance-centered content analysis of all the posts published by the five most important Spanish political parties
(PP, PSOE, Ciudadanos, Podemos, and Vox), the current results show that, although all Spanish political parties have
adopted this platform, their usage is unequal. From a quantitative perspective, PP was the first party to open a TikTok
account, but its usage has been discontinuous; Podemos and Ciudadanos are the parties that publish the most and most
constantly, while Vox has only published nine posts and the PSOE one. Nonetheless, from a qualitative perspective,
Podemos and Vox generate more engagement and seem to understand and exploit TikTok’s specific affordances better.
The findings allow it to be concluded that, although globally Spanish political parties do not fully exploit the platform’s
affordances and tend to use it as a unilateral tool for promotion, the most engaging posts are those favoring interaction
and geared toward politainment.

Keywords

Political communication; Politics 2.0; Social networks; Social media; Affordances; Interaction; Politainment; Engage-
ment; Political parties; TikTok; Spain.

1. Introduction

Most Western democracies are facing declining interest in politics and decreasing party membership, especially among
young people (Ekstrém; Sveningsson, 2019; Moeller et al., 2014). To revitalize their relationship with citizens, political
parties have turned to the potential of new media (Bimber, 2014).

While most scholarly attention has focused on Twitter and Facebook, politics 2.0 goes far behind these platforms (Pifiei-
ro-Otero; Martinez-Rolan, 2020).

In particular, to get closer to young citizens, politicians need to be attentive to new successful platforms, where digital
natives represent the majority of the audience (Bossetta, 2018): accordingly, after emerging on Instagram or Snapchat,
politicians are currently turning their attention to the newest platforms, such as Twitch.

In October 2020, for example, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, already well known for answering constituents’ questions on
Instagram Live and inviting her followers to visit her Animal Crossing island, made her Twitch debut, becoming one of
the platform’s most important broadcasters (Kastrenakes, 2020). In Spain, two political parties, Mds Madrid and Vox,
have already opened a Twitch account (Barrio, 2021).
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Along these same lines, TikTok represents a unique opportunity to (re)connect with young people.

This social network, already widely used before the pandemic, has boomed during the lockdown that confined large
parts of the world, reaching 2 billion downloads and 800 million monthly active users by the end of 2020 (Omnicore,
2020). Out of these 800 million users, 41% are aged between 16 and 24 years. The remaining 59% are not exclusively
aged over 24 years as they may also be aged younger than 15 years (Omnicore, 2020).

Although the app is known worldwide for its famous “silly dances” (Vijay; Gekker, 2021) and officially does not allow
the publication of political ads, political and nonpolitical uses cannot be fully separated on TikTok. In other words, as
Nahon (2016) points out, “where there is social media there is politics”. Accordingly, various studies (Medina-Serrano;
Papakyriakopoulos; Hegelich, 2020; Literat; Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019) have already shown that politics has a strong pre-
sence on TikTok.

TikTok has been a locus for political discussion during the recent US elections (Medina-Serrano; Papakyriakopoulos;
Hegelich, 2020) and instrumental in the campaign of Narendra Modi in India (Mirchandani, 2020) and Jair Bolsonaro in
Brazil (Cesarino, 2020). In Europe, various politicians, such as French President Macron or, most notably, Italy’s former
Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini, have successfully started using this platform (Bianchi, 2020).

However, the “political” element of TikTok remains unexplored in academic research.

TikTok’s political usage in Spain has attracted wide media attention (see, for example, Cid, 2020), but no academic study
has tackled this topic yet.

Accordingly, this paper aims to explore whether and how Spanish political parties include TikTok as part of their com-
munication strategy.

In this vein, it is important to underline that many coun-

: : _ While most scholarly attention has focu-
tries are currently in the process of banning or threa-

tening to ban the app (Koleson, 2020; Zhu, 2020), so sed on TW/tte.rand Facebook, politics 2.0
its future seems uncertain. However, considering that goes far behind these platforms. In par-
present trends in usage rates suggest that the short-vi- ticular, to get closer to young citizens,
deo format is the future of social media (Pifieiro-Otero; politicians need to join new successful

Martinez-Rolan, 2020), it can be assumed that TikTok
may probably be the first platform to remix and combine
previously disparate affordances but that it will not be
the last (Guinaudeau; Vottax; Munger, 2020). Therefo-
re, regardless of whether the platform will continue to exist and grow or whether it will be banned worldwide, it is still
worth analyzing (Anderson, 2020) to reflect on this new communication scenario.

platforms, where digital natives repre-
sent the majority of the audience

2. Theoretical background

Since the US elections of 2008, marked by Barack Obama’s innovative use of social networks, their influence on political
communication has continued to grow in all advanced democracies (Bimber, 2014).

In the current hypermediated context (Chadwick, 2017), politics operates in a mode of “permanent campaign” (Blumenthal,
1980): politicians and political parties need to communicate constantly, during both campaigns and routine periods (Vasko;
Trilling, 2019). Social media platforms, in this regard, offer a cheaper and quicker alternative to traditional media tools.

Social media’s disintermediated nature provides the chance to bypass media gatekeepers, communicating directly with
citizens (Dolezal, 2015; Manfredi-Sanchez; Amado-Suarez; Waisbord, 2021). This direct communication, building on
tailor-made strategies (Quinlan et al., 2018; Enli; Naper, 2016) and microtargeting (Zarouali et al., 2020), allows the es-
tablishment of almost personal relationships with citizens, enhancing the interaction between the public and politicians
(Dimitrova; Matthes, 2018).

However, current research has shown that the adoption of social media by politicians and political parties is far from
uniform (Gainous; Wagner, 2014). On the one hand, young politicians seem more prone to integrate social media into
their global communication strategies (Dimitrova; Matthes, 2018; Dolezal, 2015), while on the other, challenger and
underdog parties, which normally have less resources at their disposal and more urgency for promotion, tend to opt
for social media more than established parties (Kreiss; Lawrence; McGregor, 2018; Stier et al., 2018; Jungherr, 2016).

In this vein, a wide stream of research has identified the use of social networks by populist parties as one of the keys to
their current success, to the extent of defining the relationship between social media and populism as an “elective affini-
ty” (Gerbaudo, 2018), which can be seen as a precondition for the rise of a new family of “technopopulist” parties that
cannot be understood without comprehending their interaction with social media (Bickerton; Invernizzi-Accetti, 2018).

This social media disintermediation happens to be especially important for populists to circumvent hostile journalistic
gatekeeping (Groshek; Engelbert, 2013), while also representing an ideal anti-elitist “discursive opportunity” (Koop-
mans; Statham, 2010) to frame mainstream media as part of the corrupt “elite.” Moreover, social media’s attention
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economy, which favors simple content (Klinger; Svensson, 2016) and emotional communication (Papacharissi, 2015),
runs counter to the key traits of establishment politics, such as formality and moderation (Gerbaudo, 2018), providing
a perfect match with populists’ discursive dynamics, with an emphasis on emotional elements (Hopster, 2020) and a
simplified, dichotomous vision of the world (Enli; Rosenberg, 2018).

2.1. Social media and politics in Spain
A wide stream of research has studied the usage of social networks by both politicians and political parties in Spain.

Most studies have focused on Twitter (the most recent including Abuin-Vences; Garcia-Rosales, 2020; Suau-Gomila,
2020; Suau-Gomila; Pont-Sorribes, 2019) and/or Facebook (Lopez-Meri; Marcos-Garcia; Casero-Ripollés, 2020; Abe-
jon-Mendoza; Carrasco-Polaino; Garralén, 2019).

Although most of these works analyzed content rather than interactions, they seem to agree in concluding that, in ge-
neral, Spanish political parties do not seem to be taking full advantage of the opportunities that social networks offer
to establish a renewed interaction with citizens (Suau-Gomila, 2020). Rather, most parties use these platforms as uni-
directional channels of promotion (Garcia-Ortega; Zugasti-Azagra, 2018); that is, they tend to reproduce the old model
of political discourse with low levels of political engagement (Miquel-Segarra; Lopez-Meri; Viounnikoff-Benet, 2020).

In particular and in parallel with findings in other contexts, this literature distinguishes between “old,” established and
“new,” entrepreneurial parties, with the latter being more prone to use social media (Lopez-Meri; Marcos-Garcia; Ca-
sero-Ripollés, 2017). Besides, these studies outline that, while established parties tend to appeal to the logic of persua-
sion, explicitly calling for votes, entrepreneurial parties, in particular, Podemos, focus more on mobilizing their suppor-
ters (Cervi, Laura; Roca-Trenchs, 2017b; 2018).

Moreover, social networks tend to create a more personalized environment in which individual politicians are profiled
independently from their political party (Metz; Kruikemeier; Lecheler, 2020).

International scholars have documented a trend towards more personalized communication patterns on social media
(Vergeer; Hermans; Sams, 2013), while in Spain this trend does not appear clear. Lépez-Meri et al. (2017) studied the
use of Twitter during the 2016 campaign and found low degrees of personalization of politics, while Jivkova-Semova, Re-
queijo-Rey, and Padilla-Castillo (2017) analyzed the use of the same network during the previous campaign and conclu-
ded that personalization and intimization are key traits of political usage of Twitter, being geared toward infotainment.

Although less numerous, some studies have reported the commitment of political parties to approach younger public
using Instagram (Pineda; Bellido-Pérez; Barragan-Romero, 2020; Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019; Selva-Ruiz; Caro-Castaiio,
2017), YouTube (Gil-Ramirez; Gomez-de-Travesedo-Rojas, 2020; Berrocal-Gonzalo; Campos-Dominguez; Redondo-Gar-
cia, 2014), and Snapchat (Gutiérrez-Rubi; Peytibi, 2016).

This stream of work seems to agree with the former in distinguishing between the social media adaptation of “old” and
“new” parties. For instance, Turnbull-Dugarte (2019) and Selva-Ruiz and Caro-Castaiio (2017) studied Instagram and
agree that the use and level of engagement of Podemos and Ciudadanos are significantly higher compared with tradi-
tional, mainstream parties. However, Ramirez-Gil and Gémez-de-Travesedo-Rojas (2020), focusing on YouTube, showed
how politicians seem unable to fully exploit all the possibilities of audiovisual language, openly identifying Spanish par-
ties’ adaptation to new social media platforms as an “unfinished business.”

This growing body of research sheds light on interesting aspects but focuses primarily on election campaigns. Acknowle-
dging that politicians permanently campaign for support from the electorate and that social media provide an infras-
tructure for this (Larsson, 2016), as suggested by Casero-Ripollés (2018), we turn our attention to nonelection periods.

In addition, as pointed out by Bucher and Helmond (2018), there is a general trend to treat social media as “one,” that
is, to draw general conclusions about social media while adoption, ignoring, or not giving sufficient importance to the
specific features of each platform.

2.2. Social media affordances

The concept of affordance describes how objects provi- The adoption of social media by politi-
de possibilities for action (Zheng; Yu, 2016). Recognizing cians and political parties is far from uni-

that the architecture of each social medium is different f On th hand litici
(Nahon, 2016) in terms of its structural design, functio- orm. On the one hand, young politicians

nalities, algorithms, and datafication models (Van-Dijck; seem more prone to integrate social me-
Poell, 2013) and that digital architecture affects human dia into their global communication stra-
behavior (Bossetta, 2018), one can assume that techni- tegies, while on the other, challengers
cal protocols shape user behavior in virtual spaces. and underdog parties, which normally
In other words, each social medium is a unique socio- have less resources and more urgency
technological environment, offering particular affordan- for promotion, tend to opt for social me-

ces that shape the dynamics of communicative practices

and social interactions (Bucher; Helmond, 2018). dia more than established parties
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Accordingly, to successfully adapt to social media platforms that are characterized by different functionalities and algori-
thms (Kreiss; Lawrence; McGregor, 2018) and thus different audiences and structural affordances, political actors must
fully comprehend them, especially in terms of the norms regarding appropriate content and interactions. If they fail to
understand these, they run the risk of being perceived as out of touch, inauthentic, or out of place (Baldwin-Philippi,
2015).

Before proceeding, it is thus seminal to understand TikTok’s specific affordances.

2.3. TikTok’s affordances
Originally born as a lip-syncing app, TikTok is a social network aimed at creating and sharing short-form (15-30 seconds)
mobile videos, which mainly take the form of lip-syncing, acting out, or dancing to songs or dialogs (Vijay; Gekker, 2021).

According to the app itself, its main mission is “to inspire creativity and bring joy” (TikTok, 2020), creating a community
for entertainment that revolves around granting immediate gratification (Cervi, 2021).

Users can choose from a wide selection of music and myriad easy-to-use professional filters and editing services (inclu-
ding augmented reality) to create their videos.

However, what makes the platform distinct is the possibility for replication and virality (Vijay; Gekker, 2021) as every
TikTok video has the potential to prompt the creation of another video.

In this sense, the two main genres (Kennedy, 2020) on the platform are “Duet” and “Challenge.” Duets are based on
users’ taking a video of another person and adding themselves performing the same action, scene, or choreography.
Challenges are (often sponsored) community-created hashtags, in which tiktokers are invited to create videos showing
themselves attempting to do a certain action/dance/trick proposed by others.

Probably the most interesting feature of TikTok is its algorithmic recommendation system, which is more central to the
user experience than for any other platform (Vijay; Gekker, 2021; Guinaudeau; Vottax; Munger, 2020).

Users’ interests and preferences are analyzed through their interactions with content, based on videos they “like” or
comment on and how long they watch them, to construct a personalized content feed for each user. In other words,
instead of being based on connections, or “people you know,” like other social networks, the TikTok algorithm provides
personalized information flows through the “For You” page, a feed of videos that are recommended to users based on
their activity on the app.

It appears, therefore, that algorithms control what users see on TikTok to a greater extent than on other platforms (Vijay;
Gekker, 2021); in addition, although further study is needed, recent research (Simpson; Semaan, 2021) has shown that
users tend to spend more time on the “For You” page rather than actively looking for content.

3. Objectives
As mentioned above, the political usage of TikTok is still understudied. No previous work has systematically analyzed the
use of TikTok by political parties in Spain or elsewhere, which is the novelty of this study.

Accordingly, its general aim is to explore how political parties use TikTok, shedding light on the Spanish case, while also
offering a methodological framework to analyze the political use of this platform for future studies.

Our analysis aims to answer the following research questions:

1. Do the main Spanish political parties use TikTok as part of their communication strategy?

2. Following an affordance-based approach (Bucher; Helmond, 2018), how well do they adopt and adapt to TikTok’s
main affordances? What kind of content do they share?

3. What kind of interaction with users do the main Spanish political parties promote on TikTok?

Along these lines, the paper also explores which posts create higher levels of engagement with TikTok users.

4. Hypotheses

The absence of previous specific literature on TikTok prevents the formulation of specific hypotheses, but considering
previous findings on other platforms, we might expect that:

H1. Acknowledging the importance of social media, and especially those targeting young people, all the parties will in-
tegrate TikTok into their communication strategy.

H2. Parties that show more activity on other platforms will show a higher degree of activity on TikTok.

In this regard, considering previous studies (in particular, Lopez-Meri; Marcos-Garcia; Casero-Ripollés, 2017), we can
expect Podemos and Ciudadanos to show higher degrees of activity.

Also, we might expect Vox to be more active than established parties, considering its nature as an entrepreneurial party
and the results of recent studies (Sampietro; Sanchez-Castillo, 2020), although this has been understudied because of
its newness.
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H3. Considering the “elective affinity” (Gerbaudo, 2018) between social media and populism, we expect populist par-
ties, in this case Vox and Podemos, to engage more. Podemos in particular, as part of the “technopopulist” party family
(Bickerton; Invernizzi-Accetti, 2018), should show higher degrees of interactivity.

5. Methods

The parties considered are the five most voted-for parties in Spain’s last general elections of 10 November 2019, to-
gether accounting for more than 80% of the votes. The selection includes two traditional parties, the Partido Popular
(PP) and the Partido Socialista Obrero Esparfiol (PSOE), the two (already established) challenger parties, Ciudadanos and
Podemos, and the newcomer, Vox, that entered Spanish politics and joined the Congress of Deputies for the first time in
the general elections of April 2019, currently having 52 seats (Cervi, 2020).

In this regard, it is important to underline Podemos’s change of status: after entering the government in 2020 via the
coalition Unidas Podemos, this party can no longer be considered a challenger.

Each party’s official TikTok account is considered. In this sense, it is interesting to note that only Vox displays a link to
their TikTok account on the party’s web page.

Given TikTok’s recent adoption by political parties and the overall small N (172), all the posts published by the selected
parties were analyzed, so this analysis includes the total population of posts made by each party up to the date of data
collection (30 October 2020). The analyzed timeframe (28 March 2019 to 30 October 2020) thus includes both routine
and election periods.

Unlike other social media platforms such as Twitter and YouTube, TikTok does not provide a commercial application
programming interface (API) to share data on users and their behavior, so data (posts, number of followers, number of
“likes,” comments, and shares) were collected manually by the authors.

This research combines quantitative and qualitative content analyses. The unit of analysis is posts, defined as both video
content and the accompanying caption provided by the party (but excluding the content of comments).

The content of each post was coded by two coders using a spreadsheet built on a variety of indicators, including formal
criteria and content-related characteristics.

The coding frame consisted of a series of dichotomous questions with a yes/no response, assigned empirical values of
1/0 to enable data processing by SPSS. This method, based on a proposal by Vergeer, Hermans, and Cunha (2009) and
applied, among others, by Cervi and Roca-Trenchs (2017a), enables the measurement of each category empirically and
thereby their comparison.

The formal criteria included the coder identification number, post identification number, party, and publishing date of the post.

The analytical variables were constructed through a combination of categories used in previous work and applied to
other social networks and original categories, based on the specific affordances of TikTok.

The first part (Table 1) is dedicated to specific affordances of TikTok and aims to understand whether parties have adap-
ted to TikTok’s main genres and exploit all the technical possibilities offered by the platform in creating their videos.

In addition, the sources of the videos are considered, distinguishing among original “party content” (created specifically
for TikTok or coming from other social media), “media” (content derived from media extracts such as interviews and
media appearances), or content from other users (when a party shares content from other tiktokers).

The second part is dedicated to the content, differentiating among political, personal, and entertainment content.

Under political content, we coded all the explicitly political videos by identifying two main frames (“issue frame” and
“game frame”) to deepen the understanding of the political strategy, thus following and adapting the typologies used by
Aalberg, Stromback and De-Vreese (2012) and Alonso-Muiioz and Casero-Ripollés (2018) among others.

Posts focusing on political issues, and positions on specific issues (Dekavalla, 2018), were coded as the “issue frame,”
whereas posts centering on political tactics or strategy, presenting the political arena as a power game or battle, were
coded as the game frame.

Within the game frame, we also coded the frequency of messages geared towards celebrating the party’s results and
those geared towards attacking adversaries.

Moreover, although many authors include personali-

zation as part of the game frame (Lopez-Meri; Mar- Each social media platform is a unique

cos-Garcia; Casero-Ripollés, 2020), this study, in accor- socio-technological environment, dis-
dance with Metz, Kruikemeier, and Lecheler (2020), playing particular affordances that sha-
adopts the theoretical conceptualization of Van-Aelst, pe its dynamics of communicative prac-

Sheafer, and Stanyer (2012) in recognizing that perso-
nalization is a multilayered concept.

tices and social interactions
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Accordingly, within the game frame, to be able to measure the relative importance given to parties and individual politi-
cians, we distinguished between personalization and political branding, where the former corresponds to the original mea-
ning of the term focusing on individual politicians at the expense of political parties and institutions (Rahat; Sheafer, 2007).

In other words and following Metz, Kruikemeier, and Lecheler (2020), we coded “professional personalization” within
this category, i.e., targeting the qualities and individual activities related to the official role, rather than “private perso-
nalization,” which can be defined as personal information about the private persona.

Under “political branding,” on the other hand, we coded messages regarding the party (about the party and its logo or
corporate image).

Thus, aligning with Metz, Kruikemeier, and Lecheler (2020), we coded messages related to “private personalization,”
that is, presenting politicians as private personae, their personal life (family and hobbies), or their life outside their
political role, under the category of “personal content.” This type of personal content appears to match the specific
affordances of TikTok particularly well, as most of the videos are homemade and depict personal life (Kennedy, 2020).

Finally, the “entertainment” category collects all the videos that have no relation with politics and are displayed just for
“fun” (dances, jokes, etc.), constituting the main genre of TikTok as mentioned above.

On another level, to determine whether parties communicate with the electorate hierarchically or horizontally and
which type of interaction they favor, the three levels of interaction proposed by Lilleker and Vedel (2013) were adapted.
Lilleker and Vedel (2013) consider that three levels of interaction are possible:

- the first and most basic is information/promotion, whereby political parties use social networks substantially as an
“old” means of conveying information, without promoting any type of interaction with others;

- at the intermediate level we find deliberation or discussion, at which, as the definition suggests, the party promotes a
bilateral exchange of opinions through a more or less open request for feedback;

- and finally, at the highest level, we find “mobilization,” in which parties openly encourage citizens to participate by
sharing or creating content, taking part in events, etc.

Accordingly, posts displaying unilateral communication, where users are passive spectators, were coded as “informa-
tion/promotion.” Posts in which parties ask for people’s opinions were coded as “deliberation/discussion,” and posts
containing explicit requests for action to be taken by users, including suggestions to follow the party (or other accounts
associated with the party on additional media platforms), opportunities to attend an event, or to create their own con-
tent, were coded as “mobilization.”

Table 1. Categories of analysis

Genre
Video Duet Challenge
Format
Only video Video with Video with music | Video and text | Video with effects and music Video with Video with effects,
effects effects and text | text, and music
Source
Party
Media Users
Original Other social network
Content
Political Personal Entertainment
Issue frame
Political branding (party)
Personalization (leader)
Game frame
Praising
Attacking
Interaction
(1) Information and promotion (2) Deliberation and discussion (3) Participation and mobilization

Following O’Connor and Joffe (2020), a first intercoder reliability test was implemented on a subset of the data (10%) to
identify codes that required refinement. The final intercoder reliability test, applied to the full dataset, met the kappa >
0.80 standard for all the variables (Cohen, 1960).

Finally, we measured the engagement rate and looked for the most engaging posts to understand what favors engagement.
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6. Results

As shown in Graph 1, the Partido Popular was
the first party to join TikTok, in March 2019,
followed by Podemos in January 2020, Vox in
February, Ciudadanos in March, and the PSOE
in June of the same year.

Podemos, with a total of 94 posts, is the par-
ty that published most and most constantly,
followed by Ciudadanos. The PP started using
the app but then left it. The PSOE only publi-
shed one time, and Vox nine times.

Regarding the TikTok genres, it was observed
that the political parties hardly use “challen-
ges” or “duets”. Only Podemos published one
duet with a user and one challenge. The other
parties do not display content in these cate-
gories (except for the PP, which published one
challenge).

In this sense, it is clear that the parties do not
fully exploit TikTok’s affordances.

From a format perspective, on the other hand,
they tend to use all the facilities offered by the
platform. An average of 95% of the posts of all
the parties show usage of all the effects that
the platform offers.

Regarding the sources, as shown in Graph
3, most of the videos correspond to content
created by the party, followed by the distribu-
tion of content from other media.

In this regard, it is interesting to observe how
only Podemos, Vox, and PSOE (in its only post)
broadcast content originally produced for this
platform.

The PP mainly distributes party-produced
content (advertising and political branding),
also seen on other platforms, while 80% of the
content shared by Ciudadanos is composed of
media extracts.

Most of the parties mainly distribute extracts
of their parliamentary activity, while Podemos
and Vox are the only parties to share content
created by other users.

From a content perspective, as shown in Graph
4, an overwhelming majority of the content
broadcasted on the platform is political:
Podemos, Ciudadanos, and PP post some
entertainment content, while only Podemos,
and in a very limited way, shows the personal
life of politicians.

It is thus clear that TikTok is used by all the
parties as a medium to talk about politics, wi-
thout any interest in the personal life of poli-
tical actors.

300403
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Graph 1. Evolution of TikTok usage

Table 2. Date and number of posts per party

9/6/2020 1
28/3/2019 21
18/3/2020 47
PODEMOS 28/1/2020 94
VOX 13/2/2020 9
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Graph 2. Main sources of posts
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The main content is thus political, mainly be-
ing presented in the game frame. The PSOE
and Vox uniquely publish content represen-
ting politics as a battle, while the great majo-
rity of the content from the other parties is in
this category.

Of the content posted by Podemos, 35% is de-
dicated to political issues, followed by Ciuda-
danos with 30% and the PP with 10%.

In particular, the majority of the issue-based
content posted by Podemos is concentrated
during the early months of the coronavirus di-
sease 2019 (Covid-19) pandemic and basically
comprises public health suggestions.

Within this broad game frame, as shown in
Graph 6, the PSOE (whose only post was dedi-
cated to attacking adversaries) and Ciudada-
nos exhibit a great majority of messages at-
tacking other parties, a trend followed by Vox,
while the PP shows a balanced mix between
messages that praise the party and messages
that attack competitors. Only Podemos dis-
plays a majority of posts that praise the party
rather than attacking competitors. While for
the other parties such attacks are generally
directed towards all the adversaries, Podemos
mainly targets Vox.

Politics, in other words, is mainly represented
as a polarized battlefield, in which, for most of
the parties, attacking opponents is more im-
portant than stressing goals.

Regarding personalization, many differences
can be observed. The PP and Ciudadanos
clearly put the party at the center: Ciudada-
nos almost always (95%) publishes their ac-
tivity in the Congress, without any emphasis
on the leader, while most of the PP’s posts are
geared towards political branding, with the
party logo being more important than any po-
litical actor.

On the other hand, both Podemos and Vox
tend to personalize their communications:
while Podemos shows different political actors
(with a clear predominance of Pablo Iglesias
and Irene Montero), Vox focuses on their lea-
der, Santiago Abascal.

Analyzing the type of interaction, it is possible
to note an enormous majority of information
and promotion, that is, unilateral communica-
tion, by all the analyzed parties.

As shown in Graph 7, only 5% of the PP’s posts
call for interaction (one challenge), compared
with 10% for Ciudadanos and 20% for Vox
(mainly asking to share the post). Podemos,
although 60% of their messages fall into the
category of information/promotion, calls for
mobilization in 40% of the posts.
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What are political parties doing on TikTok? The Spanish case

Interestingly, only Podemos displays a small percentage of messages dedicated to deliberation, indicating that Spanish
parties do not see TikTok as a way to stimulate dialog.

6.1. Engagement
Social media engagement is measured by the number of interactions, i.e., likes, shares, or comments, of users of a social

networking site with a post (Larsson, 2016).

Acknowledging that there are many ways to calculate engagement (Ballesteros-Herencia, 2020) and considering the
specific affordances of each platform, we used the following formula proposed by Chen et al. (2021) to calculate enga-
gement for TikTok:

[(number of likes + number of comments + number of shares)/number of views] x 100

Table 3. Engagement rates

Likes Comments Shares Views Number Engage-
Number
Party of fo- ment rate
of posts o
Total Mean Total Mean Total Mean Total Mean llowers %
1 610 0 140 17,800 173 4.20
E 21 1,494 71.14 114 5.40 187 8.9 47,019 2,239 572 3.80
ss 47 8,875 188.80 974 20.70 1,623 34.50 286,696 5,674 1,185 4.00

94 2,805,168 | 29,842 | 77,680 826.30 | 108,874 1,158 19,832,500 | 210,984 | 145,800 15.08

PODEMOS

112,885 12,542 14,308 1,589 18,381 2,042 1,814,800 | 201,644 25,000 8.02
9 .

As expected, the party that publishes most and most constantly, Podemos, is also the party with the highest number of
followers and views.

Podemos and Ciudadanos are the parties that allocate more time and dedication to TikTok; however, the interactions
reveal that Podemos shows the highest engagement rate (15.08%), followed by Vox (8.02%), while the other parties do
not exceed 4%.

Podemos also scores higher in terms of likes, but when it comes to both comments and shares, Vox’s mean is almost
twice that of Podemos.

In particular, considering the post showing the highest engagement rate reveals how the publications by both Podemos
and Vox fit very well with the language of TikTok.

The post by Podemos with the greatest engagement shows its leader twerking, while the post by Vox with the greatest
engagement is its first, showing Santiago Abascal interacting with young tiktokers.

The message by Ciudadanos with the greatest engage-
ment, albeit not high, includes the use of a popular has- Probably the most interesting feature

htag, while the post by the PP with the greatest engage- of TikTok is its algorithmic recommen-

ment is the only “challenge” post published. . L
! v g€ Post publl dation system, which is more central to

Although limited, these results seem to suggest that the the user experience than on any other
most engaging posts are those matching the specific platform

genres and affordances of TikTok.
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yoxeInand ioloerr ahorapodemos PODEMOS - 2-5
Ya estamos aqui ®EA #VOX #Espafia #VivaEspafia Sk Habia que hacerlo y se hizo. @) #risas #meme #humor
#SantiagoAbascal

#comedia #parati #pabloiglesias #perriando
JJ Rock 'n' Roll (Part 2) - Gary Glitter

\

J1 sonido original - darius efrim

25.6K 74.4K
3699 2379
- -
4498 21.5K
Image 1. Vox’s most engaging post Image 2. Podemos’ most engaging post
Source: TikTok, 13/2/2020 Source: TikTok, 5/2/2020
CS ciudadanoscs Ciudadanos - 6-12 . _
| 4 #aprendecontiktok a identificar a los verdaderos partidos par‘hdopopulur Forido Populari2 10 . .
racistas de #Espaiia . Guillermo Diaz repasa parte de la &Y Ui, eres capaz? @) @ #foryou # parati # trend £ viral #

historia de supremacismo de ERC challenge # humor #fun # fyp # fotografocheck

13 sonido original - Ciudadanos J1 Sonido ppchallenge - Partido Popular

-

o TikTok

@ciudad:

(! 4
69
Y ta, eres capaz?

#ppchallenge °

el 5
-

29

Image 3. The post by Ciudadanos with the highest engagement Image 4. The post by the PP with the highest engagement

Source: TikTok, 12/6/2020 Source: TikTok, 16/2/2020

7. Conclusions

This is the first work to systematically study the activity of political parties on TikTok. It thus provides a first overview of
the Spanish case, which must be analyzed in greater depth in future work, while also opening the way to further studies
on the opportunities that TikTok may provide politicians to communicate beyond Spain.

The findings reveal that all the analyzed Spanish political parties have joined TikTok, thus confirming the first hypothesis.
However, the number of posts, the type of content shared, and the type of interaction reveal great differences.
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In terms of time, against all expectations, the PP was the The Partido Popu/ar was the first party

ﬁ'rst.party to 10|r.1 this plaﬁorm. However, from a quan- to join TikTok, in March 2019, followed
titative perspective, Podemos is the party that uses the . .
by Podemos in January 2020, Vox in

app most and most constantly, followed by Ciudadanos,
PP, Vox, and the PSOE, the latter of which published only February, Ciudadanos in March, and the
one post. One can thus observe that, Podemos is the PSOE in June of the same year

only party to use the platform constantly.

One can thus conclude that, in contrast to findings in other contexts, Spanish parties do not seem to have fully adopted
TikTok as an integral part of their communication strategy. Whereas other platforms such as Twitter already form an inte-
gral part of their communication strategy (Manfredi-Sanchez; Amado-Suarez; Waisbord, 2021), the use of TikTok by the
parties is not as constant, confirming that keeping up with new cultural and technological innovations is still unfinished
business for most Spanish parties.

The type of content that the parties post also supports this conclusion: all the parties use TikTok almost entirely to pu-
blish political content, somehow neglecting the original entertainment function of the app. These results align with the
finding of other studies of the behavior of Spanish parties on Facebook and Twitter (Suau-Gomila, 2020; Miquel-Sega-
rra; Lopez-Meri; Viounnikoff-Benet, 2020), which revealed that they do not fully exploit the affordances of social media.

In the same vein and once again contradicting findings from other countries (Vijay; Gekker, 2021), the personal life of
political actors is hardly ever presented. Indeed, even Podemos and Vox, which focus on their main political actors and
leader, respectively, tend to present them as political figures rather than focusing on their private personae.

Nonetheless, considering the qualitative data, particularly interactions and engagement rates, one can divide TikTok
usage into two: Podemos and Vox, and the other parties.

While most parties use TikTok as an “old” medium, i.e., as a unidirectional communication channel, without fully ex-
ploiting the participatory potential of the platform, Vox, and particularly Podemos, although still publishing a majority
of promotional content, seem to better adapt to the specific affordances of TikTok by fostering interaction and engaging
with their followers.

One can thus state that the second hypothesis that parties that are more active on other platforms will also be more
active on TikTok and show higher interaction levels is partially fulfilled: while the more consolidated parties do not seem
to understand TikTok as a new instrument to foster dialog with citizens, challenger parties try to fully exploit its potential
to connect with a younger audience.

In this sense, it is important to underline that, while Vox behaves like what it is, a challenger party, Podemos, although
not being a challenger anymore, still maintains intense technology-related activity.

Both this difference between “old” and “new” parties and the fact that Podemos still implements the communication
strategy of a challenger party can be explained by the fact that the majority of the supporters of the two opposite po-
pulist parties, Vox and Podemos, are young people, while the more established parties appeal more to adult audiences,
thus having less interest in this platform.

The current results thus confirm findings from works about the behavior of Spanish parties on other platforms (Turn-
bull-Dugarte, 2019; Selva-Ruiz; Caro-Castafio, 2017) regarding the level of interactivity and engagement witnessed by
Podemos, although contradicting what was shown in the case of Ciudadanos (Lépez-Meri; Marcos-Garcia; Casero-Ri-
pollés, 2017). Indeed, the latter party, despite publishing a certain amount of content, fails to promote both interaction
and engagement.

This party, known since its very beginning for putting social media at the center of its communication strategy (Lopez-Me-
ri; Marcos-Garcia; Casero-Ripollés, 2017), fails when it comes to TikTok, using it as a unidirectional medium. This can
be interpreted as one of the side effects of the internal crisis that the party was —and still is— experiencing during the
analyzed period or interpreted as a general mainstreaming or consolidation of the party that could elicit interest from
more adult voters.

Regarding the last hypothesis on populist parties, it is very surprising that, although Podemos is the party that publishes
most, Vox only publishes nine times. However, Vox’s engagement level is high, extremely so considering their limited
number of posts. Therefore, one can conclude that both our specific hypothesis and the broader thesis of the “elective
affinity” (Gerbaudo, 2018) between social media and politics are confirmed in this case.

Along these lines, in an overwhelming majority of the cases, politics is represented as a battle or a competition, that is,
in the game frame that presents a dichotomous vision of the world, perfectly matching with a populist discourse (G6-
mez-Garcia et al., 2019).

These findings also result in several original contributions that are applicable beyond Spain, thereby increasing knowle-
dge on the communication functions that TikTok may provide to politicians.
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In particular, the findings suggest that, although Spani- Interestingly, only Podemos displays a

sh parties are stu!l not fully using all the affordances of small percentage of messages dedicated
TikTok, rather using the platform almost always to talk ] . ] ]
to deliberation, showing that Spanish

about politics, inspection of the most engaging posts,
such as that showing Pablo Iglesias twerking, reveals parties do not see TikTok as a way to sti-
that they clearly display the characteristics of pop poli- mulate dialog

tics (Mazzoleni; Sfardini, 2009) and politainment (Berro-

cal-Gonzalo; Campos-Dominguez; Redondo-Garcia, 2014).

This means that posts on TikTok seem to be more successful when parties and political actors incorporate styles, narrati-
ves, and staging of the world of spectacle and entertainment into their communicative repertoire. Accordingly, conside-
ring that present trends in usage rates suggest that the short-video format is the future of social media (Pifieiro-Otero;
Martinez-Roldn, 2020), one might expect an increase in politainment. Acknowledging the limitation of exploratory stu-
dies, which, as mentioned above, provide a static picture, future studies should follow the evolution of TikTok’s usage to
confirm this trend.

The current methodology suffers from a further limitation in not considering user comments. Accordingly, scholars and
analysts should also focus on the side of users, considering comments and other types of interaction, together with
in-depth analysis of user-generated content.
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