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Abstract 

This study explores the phenomenon of personalization within the political sphere. More 

specifically, it aims at exploring the strategical personalization of Swedish party leaders 

during the national election campaign of 2018. A further aim is to generate theoretical 

contributions to the area of personalization. As empirical material, the social media updates of 

three party leaders are analyzed under the period of 13 weeks before the election day, using a 

mixed methodological approach for an in-depth qualitative study. Regarding methodologies, 

grounded theory and coding is employed along with a rhetorical analysis that enable a 

systematic analysis of visual messages. The result indicates that the studied party leaders 

portrayed themselves as an integrated part of society, mediating a sense of presence and 

acknowledgement of the voters. In addition to this, the party leaders presented themselves as 

ordinary people and unified with the voters. The result also points to the practice of mediating 

a sense of social and cultural status, involving influencers in the communication and stepping 

into roles outside of the explicitly political arena. In terms of theoretical contributions, the 

generated theory contributes in the sense that it offers additional dimensions to the notion of 

“self-presentation”, which is recognized as a common theme among prior theories. According 

to prior theories, individual politicians presents themselves as professional politicians and 

ordinary human beings. While the generated theory supports this perspective, it also 

highlights the aspect of intentionally integrating the voters into the self-presentations of 

individual politicians. Moreover, the generated theory emphasizes the perspective of social 

and cultural significance when regarding self-presentations of representatives.  
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1. Introduction 
 

According to Brian McNair, author of the book “An introduction of political communication”, 

one definition of political communication is “purposeful communication about politics” 

(2011:4). To break this definition down to gain a better understanding of it, the component of 

“purposeful” is central. In a political context, this word means that the communication aims at 

persuading a targeted audience. This audience can be voters, but also parties or politicians 

themselves. Accordingly, political communication comprises all forms and sorts of 

communication that derives from politicians or political actors, but also communication from 

different organizations in society, the media and voters. Further on, McNair suggests that 

political communication should encompass not just written or verbal communication, but also 

visual aspects like party logos and the dressing of individuals (2011:4). Considering this 

definition of political communication within the context of a democratic process, where the 

voters are in center of focus, politicians and political parties often try to adapt their 

communication to the interests and opinions of the people (McNair 2011:35ff). One 

implication of this can be that the focus on conforming to the audience is perceived to be 

more important than maintaining political and ideological integrity. This is further related to 

the concept of image within politics, which principally concerns the portrayal of politicians 

and parties as trustworthy and honorable (McNair 2011:36). Here, the emphasis is not on 

what the messages are, but on how they are delivered. Also significant is the identity of the 

communicator, especially if it concerns individual politicians.  

Within the field of political communication, recent studies have focused on individual 

politicians and their elevated significance in relation to parties (McGregor et.al. 2017; Holtz-

Bacha, Langer, & Merkle 2014; Enli & Skogerbø 2013). Researchers have further referred to 

this phenomenon as “personalization” of politics, describing this as a long-term process that 

relates to wider changes in society. This focus on individual candidates does not only 

comprise their professional abilities and competences, it also includes personal traits and 

private life. Because of this development, politicians have to a certain extent been detached 

from their parties, evaluated as separate actors with their own agendas. However, the overall 

focus on individual candidates differs between nations and systems, whereas some systems 

are mainly centred around parties and others around single politicians. Despite this, the 

development of personalized politics has partially contributed to reducing the differences 

between such systems, which has implications for understanding the political landscape in 
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nations which traditionally have been focused on parties as main political actors (Enli & 

Skogerbø 2013:758; Adam & Maier 2010:217). Personalized politics has further implications 

for democratic systems, where some researchers argue that the focus on individual politicians 

and their personal attributes reduce the opportunities for citizens to make rational choices 

(Adam & Maier 2010:214). When aspects like personal traits and private lives are highlighted 

within the frames of political communication, the attempts to persuade voters are based on 

emotional appeal rather than professional competence. A related issue concerns the 

diminished attention to political content because of the focus on the personal, which can be 

contrasted towards democratic ideals in which the public should be well informed about 

political issues and positionings within different areas (Adam & Maier 2010:220). If the 

voters lack knowledge about policy issues and base their political decisions on factors which 

is not related to the political, then it might be considered problematic. Then, the overall 

democratic legitimacy can be perceived as challenged. However, there is another side of 

personalized politics that makes it highly relevant to study from the perspective of politicians. 

As Enli argue:  

“If a politician is considered trustworthy, voters might disagree on certain political issues, 

but they will believe that he or she is guided by an integrity and a personal motivation that 

ensures a degree of reason; and, conversely, if a politician is considered untrustworthy and 

fake, it does not matter much if the voters agree with him or her in certain political matters” 

(Enli 2016:121). 

In accordance with the reasoning above, research indicate that voters pay more attention to 

individualized, personal communication in comparison with messages that relates to formal 

issues and parties (Enli & Skogerbø 2013:763). Moreover, since voters respond well to 

personal communication, social media activity can be considered beneficial for individual 

politicians. Social media invites the personal, enabling politicians to partially step away from 

their formal roles as public representatives. In a Swedish context, several studies have 

examined individual politicians and their social media activity inside and outside of election 

campaigns (Larsson 2015; Larsson & Kalsnes 2014; Svensson 2012; Madestam & Falkman 

2017). While these studies demonstrate that Swedish politicians have been active on social 

media during previous campaigns, the parliamentary election of 2018 was expected to be 

something different in the sense that social media would play a significantly larger role than 

before (Ragnehag 2018). Unlike earlier elections, social media was in this election believed to 

constitute a major part in affecting the voters. The significance of social media was also 
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confirmed in a rapport released after the election, in which researchers argued that individual 

politicians used platforms like Instagram to adopt a more personal image (Jungselius & 

Grusell 2018:99). Further on, since studies have focused on measuring the overall use and 

practices of politicians on social media (Larsson 2015; Larsson & Kalsnes 2014; Ceccobelli 

2018; McGregor, Lawrence & Cardona 2017), there seems to be a limited state of knowledge 

in regard of how representatives construct their personal images during election campaigns. 

However, the studies of Svensson (2012) with Madestam and Falkman (2017) employs 

qualitative approaches to examine the social media communication of Swedish politicians. 

These studies focus on how parliamentarians and political leaders construct their own image 

on social media, which is a focus of relevance for this thesis. Accordingly, the current thesis 

aspires to build on these studies by focusing on how Swedish party leaders strategically 

personalized their communication on social media during the Swedish election campaign of 

2018. 

1.2. Aim and research questions  
The overarching aim of this thesis is to explore the phenomenon of personalization within the 

political sphere. More specifically, the aim is to explore personalization in social media 

during an election campaign, focusing on the strategical communication of individual party 

leaders. The national context of study is Sweden, thereby delving into Swedish party leaders 

and their strategical communication on social media during the national election campaign of 

2018. By exploring the strategical communication of Swedish party leaders during the 2018 

election campaign, the aim is further to generate theoretical contributions to the area of 

personalization. This unfolds into the following research questions:  

How did Swedish party leaders strategically personalize their social media communication 

during the election campaign of 2018?  

What theoretical concepts can be generated from the strategically personalized social media 

communication of Swedish party leaders during the election campaign of 2018? 

Regarding the concepts generated from the strategically personalized social media 

communication of Swedish party leaders during the 2018 election campaign, in what ways 

does these concepts contribute theoretically to the area of personalization? 
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1.3. Disposition 
First off, the result of a systematic literature review within the area of personalization will be 

presented. Following this, relevant theoretical perspectives for the thesis will be accounted 

for, while also describing how these perspectives will guide the analysis. Next, the chosen 

methodologies and methodological tools will be presented, along with the selection of 

empirical material. In connection to this, possibilities and limitations regarding the choice of 

methodologies and material will be discussed. Moreover, aspects such as internal and external 

validity will be addressed, while also reflecting upon ethical considerations. Subsequently, the 

analytical result will be presented, followed by an additional analysis that compares the 

generated concepts with existing theories within the area of personalization. The last parts of 

the thesis are constituted by conclusions and a final discussion.   
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2. Literature review 
To examine the state of knowledge within the relevant area, a systematic literature review is 

conducted. The review includes eight studies, all of which relates to individual politicians and 

social media communication. Moreover, the contextual settings of these studies vary in terms 

of political structure, covering both presidential and parliamentary systems. First, each study 

is reviewed by highlighting aspects such as topic, theoretical perspective, empirical material, 

methodology and findings. Following this, a critical evaluation of the reviewed research is 

carried through.       

Presidential systems  

McGregor, Lawrence and Cardona (2017) has conducted a study that examine the social 

media strategies of gubernatorial candidates in the United States, employing the perspective 

of personalization and the significance of gender within it. The authors define 

“personalization” as messages that concern the private lives of candidates, for instance their 

families or hobbies (McGregor, Lawrence & Cardona 2017:271). The empirical material 

comprises updates on the Twitter and Facebook accounts of gubernatorial candidates during 

the election campaign of 2014, including those campaigns where a female candidate 

participated. To examine the content of the social media communication, the authors used 

both quantitative and qualitative methods to identify patterns and themes (McGregor, 

Lawrence & Cardona 2017:269ff). According to the authors, the gubernatorial candidates 

used Twitter more than Facebook, as well as generally communicating in a way that related 

more to policies than themselves as individuals (McGregor, Lawrence & Cardona 

2017:273ff). Regarding the dimension of gender, the results indicated that male candidates 

personalized their communication more than female candidates. Despite this, some of the 

female candidates portrayed themselves as skilled political leaders, as well as disclosing a 

more private side as loving mothers (McGregor, Lawrence & Cardona 2017:276). The male 

candidates did not involve their families on social media as much as the female candidates, 

even though it occurred on certain occasions.  

Turning the perspective towards the voters, McGregor (2017) conducted a study that examine 

how different kinds of political communication on social media affect US citizens when being 

exposed to it. The study took place in 2015 and included more than a thousand adults across 

the US, while the social media communication belonged to US senators running for 

gubernatorial office. An online survey was used as a method to test how voters were affected 

by the online messages (McGregor 2017:1144). To collect voter perceptions, the survey 
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included several categories that related to “social presence”; perceived presence of candidate, 

“parasocial interaction”; perceived relationship to the candidate and “vote intention”; 

probability of voting on candidate (McGregor 2017:1146). These categories served as 

dependent variables in the statistical analysis conducted by the author, while 

“personalization” and “supported party” functioned as independent variables. To clarify the 

meanings of these independent variables, “personalization” referred to personal 

communication related to candidates own persona and “supported party” concerned partisan 

identity. The results point to an increased level of perceived “social presence” and “parasocial 

interaction” among the voters that were exposed to personalized communication (McGregor 

2017:1147). However, these effects were not estimated as direct. According to the author, 

effects of the personalized communication on “social presence” and “parasocial interaction” 

were mediated through gender and partisan identity, while “social presence” and “parasocial 

interaction” also increased the probability of voting (McGregor 2017:1151ff). 

Presidential and parliamentary systems 

Another study examining the communication of politicians on social media is “Not every day 

is election day: a comparative analysis of eighteen election campaigns on Facebook” 

(Ceccobelli 2018). As the title reveal, this study compares eighteen different digital 

campaigns on Facebook and analyzes which impact the presence of an election campaign has 

on the use of social media among political leaders. The sample consists of 51 political leaders 

from different countries and continents; Western Europe, South America and North America. 

Regarding time frame, the studied period was between 2012-2014 (Ceccobelli 2018:127). 

Further on, the author conducted a content analysis of the Facebook posts and coded them in 

relation to communicational categories such as “personalization”, “policy issues”, “negative 

rhetorical strategy” and “privatization” (Ceccobelli 2018:127). Here, “personalization” refers 

to posts that relates to the public persona, while “privatization” concerns messages that 

disclose the private life. The results of the comparative analysis show that presidential 

candidates increased their use of Facebook more than parliamentary candidates (Ceccobelli 

2018:135). Furthermore, the content analysis indicates that the number of posts on Facebook 

grew daily during the election campaigns, which likewise was the case when it comes to 

personalized updates (Ceccobelli 2018:133). Findings also point to a less frequent use of 

communication that relates to policy issues and negative rhetoric´s, while “privatization” 

remained unchanged in relation to the time before the campaigns.  
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Parliamentary systems 

Hoffman and Suphan (2017) has studied how politicians manage the dilemma of 

accommodating to public and private audiences on social media, conducting this study in a 

German context. The authors refer to this strategical issue as “online boundary management” 

and created a survey to investigate how the choice of relevant strategies affect social media 

practices (Hoffman & Suphan 2017:552). The sample of the survey includes 106 members of 

parliament (Hoffman & Suphan 2017:557). As theoretical perspectives, the authors employ 

four models that in different ways relate to the management of private and professional 

audiences (Hoffman & Suphan 2017:555ff). Some of these refers to a strategy that mediates 

an integrated, “authentic” image which applies to all audiences. These models are called the 

“open model” and the “content model”. The other models refer to strategies that aims at 

keeping private and professional audiences apart when communicating on social media. These 

are labeled the “audience model” and the “hybrid model”. Further on, findings indicate that 

politicians linked to the “open” and “content” models were more experienced social media 

users in comparison with those who were deemed as using the “audience” and “hybrid” 

strategies (Hoffman & Suphan 2017:559). Moreover, the results show that politicians who 

employ an integrated strategy, not actively creating any boundaries between private and 

professional audiences, are more inclined to direct their communication to private audiences 

such as family and friends. Consequently, they are also more personal in their communication 

in relation to politicians who keep the audiences apart and consider professional audiences to 

be more important (Hoffman & Suphan 2017:561).  

Enli and Skogerbø (2013) has studied the practices of Norwegian politicians on Facebook and 

Twitter by analyzing their interviewing statements, discovering motives and strategies in 

using social media. As a theoretical point of departure, the authors used the overarching 

concept of “personalization”. Furthermore, the authors performed a quantitative content 

analysis of the updates on respective platform, an analysis that illustrated a frequent use of 

social media among the candidates in connection to the Norwegian parliamentary campaign 

of 2009 and the local elections 2011 (Enli & Skogerbø 2013:760). According to the authors, 

the activity of the studied politicians on social media involves strategies of being more 

personal in their communication. For instance, this personal communication concerned both 

written and visual updates in the form of pictures (Enli & Skogerbø 2013:763). Many of the 

examined politicians employed this as a strategy, embracing both the identity of a politician 

and as a private human being. Moreover, the statements of the politicians reveal that the 
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personalized communication was more successful in terms of stimulating response from the 

voters, than was those messages with clear policy content (Enli & Skogerbø 2013:763). The 

implication of this is that the private and public selves became a part of the same package, 

directed towards the voters. 

Continuing to the context of Sweden, Anders Olof Larsson (2015:94) has conducted a study 

that focus on Swedish party leaders and their communication on Twitter during the national 

election campaign of 2014. This study examined the “user-to-user” communication of all 

Swedish party leaders, adopting the perspective of user interaction. The period of which this 

examination took place were from the 12th of august until the 16th of September, with the 

election day on the 14th of September. Regarding methodology, a statistical analysis was 

carried trough with the computer-based program SPSS. In addition, a software called “Gephi” 

was used. This software enabled the researcher to construct maps of networks, illustrating the 

addresses of the party leaders Twitter communication. The results indicate that the party 

leaders most frequently directed their communication towards ideological opponents and 

journalists, doing this by using the Twitter function of “replies” (Larsson 2015:101). Another 

tendency which is supported by the findings is that the function of “retweets” was used by the 

party leaders to redistribute tweets that corresponded with their political agenda. For instance, 

the party leaders often retweeted the tweets from their respective parties or fellow party 

representatives (Larsson 2015:104).  

Another study conducted within the context of Sweden examined the social media use of a 

female politician during the election campaign of 2010 (Svensson 2012). This politician 

represented the Liberal party and was a member of parliament, now campaigning for an 

opportunity to be re-elected. The theoretical perspective adopted in this study was “image-

management”, a concept which relates to strategical communication that works to nurse a 

favorable image. Concerning empirical material, the politician of interest was active on 

Twitter and Facebook, while also present on two blogs. In terms of methodology, the 

researcher used “nethnography” as one main approach, referring to the practice of following 

the relevant politician in her everyday activity on social media. Another approach was to 

conduct interviews with the politician, both offline and online. Furthermore, the findings of 

this study indicate that the politician used platforms such as Twitter and Facebook to be more 

personal, disclosing information about who she is as a human being. This could for instance 

be related to interests outside of politics or her personal background. Moreover, the image 
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which was constructed on these platforms related both to the political and personal, promoting 

herself as a private individual and as a public representative (Svensson 2012:193).  

Madestam and Falkman (2017) explored the construction of political leadership on social 

media, examining the cases of former Swedish foreign minister Carl Bildt and the former 

Finnish minster of European Affairs and foreign trade, Alexander Stubb. As a theoretical 

point of departure, the rhetorical concept of “ethos” was used, which concerns the persuasive 

elements of presenting the personal character. This theoretical perspective does not only relate 

to personal traits, but also other aspects that might contribute in promoting the persona of 

individuals. Regarding empirical material, the researchers examined the Twitter 

communication of respective minister, conducting this examination during the period of 

September 1 to October 31, 2013. As a methodological approach, hermeneutics were adopted 

to interpret the tweets, alternating between the parts and the whole (Madestam & Falkman 

2017:299-311). Further on, the main findings indicate that Carl Bildt portrayed himself as a 

hard-working diplomat, being restrained in his disclosure of personal and private information. 

Alexander Stubb constructed his ethos in a different way, appearing as an extrovert individual 

who gladly shared his private activities and interests (Madestam & Falkman 2017:299-311).      

Critical discussion and evaluation 

Several of the reviewed studies employed different quantitative methods to examine social 

media practices during election campaigns (Ceccobelli 2018; McGregor 2017; McGregor 

et.al. 2017; Enli & Skogerbø 2013; Larsson 2015). More specifically, these studies adopted 

quantitative content analysis and coding procedures to distinguish and measure the frequency 

of various types of communication. Even though these analytical tools can be viewed as 

appropriate and efficient in terms of examining to which extent politicians use different 

strategies, it does not allow for any deeper analysis in terms of how each of these strategies 

are utilized. Regarding this issue, McGregor et.al. (2017:272) offers a more extensive 

analytical design that combines a quantitative approach by employing a statistical coding 

procedure, while also conducting a qualitative analysis in which the authors examine the 

strategical communication more closely. Since personalization as a general concept seems to 

be a common denominator of the included studies, one can argue that qualitative approaches 

contribute with an extra dimension in relation to quantitative methods. This extra dimension 

refers to a deeper understanding of how politicians communicate, penetrating the surface and 

examining the underlying mechanisms. The study of Hoffman and Suphan (2017:558) adopts 

such an approach, utilizing a theoretical model that concerns the issue of dealing with 
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professional and private audiences. Svensson (2012) also employ qualitative approaches to 

examine the strategical construction of a personal image, although this examination only 

comprises one Swedish parliamentarian. While the choice of studying one politician can be 

considered fruitful in terms enabling an in-depth study, it can simultaneously be viewed as a 

choice that limits the possibilities of discovering patterns that goes beyond the individual 

representative. Moreover, since the studied politician was not a leader on the national level, 

this means less media attention and thereby a less pressing need to construct a credible image. 

Accordingly, examining party leaders can be considered more relevant in relation to the 

perspective of “image-management”. The study of Madestam and Falkman (2017) included 

an in-depth examination of two political leaders and their constructed “ethos” or image, 

although this study did not focus on an election campaign when the need for such a 

construction is strong. Furthermore, neither of the reviewed studies have studied personalized 

communication on Instagram, which can be viewed as a platform that differ from Twitter and 

Facebook in terms of inviting more visual content. Thereby, Instagram offer an opportunity to 

analyze visual elements more clearly and find possible variation in relation to the textual 

communication. All in all, since the above-mentioned studies have not examined the area of 

how Swedish party leaders strategically personalize their social media communication during 

election campaigns, the aim and research questions of this thesis are motivated in terms of 

being related to a possible knowledge gap.   

Summary 

In accordance with the conducted literature review, several studies have addressed and 

examined the phenomenon of personalization on social media. Regarding national context, the 

reviewed studies have been conducted both in Europe and the United States. Consequently, 

the political settings differ in terms of being more party-centered and oriented towards 

individual candidates. Continuing to methodology, some of the included studies have utilized 

quantitative methods to measure how much politicians use different strategies on social 

media. Other studies adopted qualitative methods, conducting in-depth examinations of 

individual cases. Moreover, some findings indicated that individual candidates personalize 

their communication on social media by presenting a more private side of their persona. Other 

studies presented findings that pointed to a more frequent use of campaign-related strategies, 

such as communicating policy positions for instance. Regarding the aim of exploring the 

strategical communication of Swedish party leaders during the election campaign of 2018, the 

reviewed studies have not produced knowledge related to this specific area.   
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3. Theoretical perspectives 
The upcoming chapter will begin with a definition of “strategical communication” as it is 

used in this thesis, displaying its connection to political communication. This will be followed 

by a background presentation to the concept of “personalization”, focusing on its development 

and how it is connected to wider changes in society. Following this, the conceptual 

components and subareas of personalization will be described. Subsequently, a presentation of 

theories that focus on individual politicians and their strategies on social media will take 

place. The chapter will end with a clarification in regard of how the presented theories will be 

used in the analysis, followed by a rationale behind the choices of included theories and 

concepts. 

3.1. Strategical and political communication  
Since the aim of this thesis is to explore the strategically personalized communication of party 

leaders, a clarification of how the term “strategically” will be used can be deemed as 

appropriate. In this thesis, strategical communication will be used as a term that represents the 

purposeful or intentional communication of the studied party leaders. The “intentional” part of 

this communication refers to how individual politicians present themselves in order to appear 

as appealing and trustworthy in relation to the voters. This use of the term corresponds with 

the definition presented by Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van Ruler, Vercic and Sriramesh in their 

article “Defining strategic communication” (2007). According to the authors, “strategic 

communication focuses on how the organization itself presents and promotes itself through 

the intentional activities of its leaders, employees, and communication practitioners” (2007:3-

35). If reflecting upon this quote, “the organization” within a political context can be 

represented by a party, while “its leaders” concern party leaders. This perception is also 

varified by the authors who state that strategical communication can be applied to the field of 

political communication, where political leaders constitute as one of the main actors that 

influence voters during elections. Another author that emphasize the intentional element of 

political communication is Brian McNair (2011:4), although focusing on “political 

communication” as the overarching concept. McNair suggest that the intentional core of 

political communication is that politicians and parties strive to achieve certain objectives. 

During an election campaign, the natural objective is to receive as many votes as possible. But 

in order to do that, politicians must present themselves and their parties in an appealing way 

to earn the trust of the people. Further on, Jesper Strömbäck (2009:14) suggest that strategical 

communication can be regarded as a natural element of modern election campaigns, since 
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voters have become increasingly mobile and less reliable in terms of party loyalty. Hence, 

parties and candidates must sharpen their overall strategies and carefully consider their 

communication to attract voters. Moreover, Strömbäck states that “the strategic political 

communication concerns intentional efforts to influence either the public or target groups in a 

certain direction” (2009:15). The same author also suggests that the strategical 

communication comprises “a strategic design of different messages communicated trough 

different channels to reach different target groups” (2009:15). In the current study, these 

“different channels” will be constituted by social media platforms where the attention can be 

viewed as circulating around the individual politician rather than the party.     

3.2. Personalized politics 
Several studies have acknowledged a shift of focus within the political sphere, where 

individual politicians and their identities have gained more attention and significance in 

relation to parties and political issues (Adam & Maier 2010; Enli & Skogerbø 2013; Holtz-

Bacha, Langer, & Merkle 2014; McGregor et.al. 2017; McGregor 2017). To understand how 

this development has come to existence and how it is related to wider changes in society, it 

can be useful to put it into a larger context. On way of doing this is to acknowledge the ways 

in which voters of western democracies identify with political actors, that this identification 

has shifted from being related to ideological preferences and institutional trust to an 

orientation towards personal lifestyle as a way of interaction (Bennet & Segerberg 2012:743). 

A further aspect to acknowledge is the sociological modernization process, where the 

economical standard of many societies has been growing significantly during recent decades 

(Holtz-Bacha, Langer, & Merkle 2014:154). Consequently, people in general has become less 

bound and limited in financial terms, partially breaking the traditional ties between political 

parties and certain social groups. An implication of this is that many political parties and 

leaders of western societies have had to redirect their focus to the individual voter, instead of 

relying on their loyal group of voters in society. Another potential cause behind this increased 

focus on individual politicians and candidates, can be found in western societies were politics 

have been integrated into popular culture (Enli & Skogerbø 2013:758; McGregor 2017:1140; 

McGregor et. al. 2017:265). For instance, politicians participate in TV shows and other forms 

of public entertainment, which contributes to the personalization process. Also contributing to 

this development is the rising emergence and presence of a capitalistic media structure within 

western societies, where individual politicians are treated as commodities on the public 

market (McNair 2011:38; Holtz-Bacha, Langer, & Merkle 2014:154). 
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If addressing the concept of “personalization”, this can be described as an overarching term, 

while “individualization” and “privatization” is regarded as subareas (Holtz-Bacha, Langer, & 

Merkle 2014:156; Adam & Maier 2010:216). One of these subareas, “individualization”, 

implies that the individual politician has gained more focus in relation to parties, institutions 

and issues. When referring to political leaders, this “individualization” can also be viewed as 

a form of “presidentialization” due to the increased attention that party leaders receives in 

relation to their parties and other representatives. Webb, Poguntke and Kolodny (2012:80) 

argues that party leaders in parliamentary systems have become increasingly independent in 

relation to their parties, having a mandate of their own to steer the direction of the party. This 

can partially be compared to presidential systems in terms of the power that the individual 

leader possesses. Further on, the independency of the party leaders is often created by 

achieving instant popularity among the voters, a status which can reached by being more 

personal.      

Another component of personalization concerns the focus on personal characteristics and 

private life, which underpins the term “privatization”. The focus on personal characteristics is 

both related to the public sphere, where politicians display their qualities as professionals, but 

also the personal traits that tell something about who the politicians are as private individuals. 

While “privatization” is one of the terms that represents the shift of focus from the politician 

to the person, another used definition is “politicization of private persona”. According to 

Langer (2010:61), “politicization of private persona” concerns the intimate sides of the party 

leaders, highlighting their informal human characteristics. Thereby, the professional 

characteristics are separated from the private on a theoretical level. However, this does not 

mean that the private sides of the politicians are separated from their communicated public 

persona. If returning to the term “politicization”, this refers to the strategical use of displaying 

the characteristics of a human being behind the public politician. Described in other words, 

the private, seemingly non-political aspects of the individual politician is integrated as a part 

of the constructed image. The factor which makes the integration of the private beneficial in 

strategic terms is that it brings the politician closer to ordinary people, making it possible for 

many voters to relate on a personal level. Further on, by being more private and personal, the 

politician can use this to legitimize policy and ideological positions. Potentially, this can have 

a significant impact on the wider population of voters, since the voters does not necessarily 

have to be politically knowledgeable or even interested to identify with a politician (Langer 

2010:61).  
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3.3. Social media and strategical communication  
Enli (2016:121) argues that individual politicians portray themselves as authentic on social 

media, highlighting the concept of “mediated authenticity”. Relating to the reasoning above, 

by integrating private and intimate sides into the communication, this contributes to the 

construction of a trustworthy persona. This image can further be viewed as a strategical 

representation of the politician, a product that appears to be honest and sincere. To describe it 

in metaphoric terms, politicians are actors who adjust their performances in relation to the 

audience (Enli 2016:124). Moreover, a prerequisite for the construction of a trustworthy 

persona is that social media enable the individual politician to conduct its own “self-

presentation” (Enli 2016:127). This means that the presentation is controlled by the politician 

and its staff, thereby making it easier to shape the communication in a way that is strategically 

beneficial. Besides this, the presence on social media suggests that the individual politician 

itself is active. This does not always have to be case, since politicians on higher levels have 

staffs that often constitute a part in managing the social media accounts. But, if the voters 

think that the politicians manage their accounts themselves, they come across as more 

authentic. Furthermore, the communication of “spontaneity” can strengthen the authenticity of 

the politician and its persona on social media (Enli 2016:127). This means that politicians 

display a less arranged side, emphasizing moments and aspects which are instantaneous and 

improvised.  

During election campaigns, politicians often use social media to create a favorable image in 

front of the voters (Svensson 2012:185). One used term for this among researchers is “image-

management”, which is tightly connected to the concept of “personalization”. To construct a 

favorable image, politicians share content that serves to promote the online persona. For 

instance, this can be related to the communication of a competent professional, but also 

emphasizing the existence of a private life and personal interests. The sharing of content that 

relates to private life is often conducted with some restraint and thorough consideration, in 

this way the image can be managed and controlled. Another component of the image that 

politicians are likely to construct during times of election, is that they are dedicated and hard-

working (Svensson 2012:185). Moreover, the presentations of individual politicians can differ 

in terms of displaying power and being influential in policy-making, while others emphasize 

their bonds to the people. Regardless of how the individual presentations are conducted, a 

central aim for politicians when managing their image is to even out the “psychological 

distance” that exists between them and the voters. This refers to identification, the voters are 
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more likely to identify with an ordinary human being than with a powerful politician 

(Filliminov, Russmann & Svensson 2016:3).  

3.4. Analytical use of theory 
To explore the ways in which Swedish party leaders strategically personalized their 

communication on social media during the election campaign of 2018, the concept of 

personalization will be used as a point of departure. This means that personalization will 

serve as a sensitizing or general concept, constituting a theoretical base that provides guidance 

for the search of relevant data. Regarding the search for relevant updates, the overarching 

concept of personalization will be used in the sense that updates which are interpreted to focus 

on the individual politician, and not the party, are picked out for further examination. When 

this process is finalized, the theoretical perspectives “politicization of private persona”, 

“mediated authenticity” and “image-management” will work as a loose frame for the analysis, 

serving as sources of analytical inspiration and imagination when interpreting the chosen 

updates. The reason for using these specific theories as a loose frame for the analysis is that 

they concern strategical communication of individual politicians. Moreover, these three 

theoretical perspectives will be central as the results of this study are compared with them at a 

later stage of analysis. In this way, the ambition is to produce knowledge that possibly 

contributes to a further understanding of personalization as a modern phenomenon. 

Furthermore, one issue that can turn out to be problematic when employing grounded theory 

is that theoretical concepts are controlling the analysis more than wanted, which implicates 

that the interpreter is theoretically constrained in the analytical process. This makes it 

increasingly important to be aware of this potential risk and treat the relevant concepts as 

loose frames (Bryman 2012:388; Charmaz 2006:16; Corbin & Strauss 2008:163).   

3.5. Choice of theoretical perspectives 
Since the aim of this thesis relates to the overarching phenomenon of personalization, it can 

be deemed as adequate to include its theoretical components and subareas. In this way, the 

phenomenon become less abstract and more accessible in terms of studying it empirically. 

Nevertheless, since personalization is an extensive area with many potential pathways, 

decisions had to be made regarding which theories that would be included for this study. As 

the decisive factor for these decisions, the expressed aim of this thesis served as a guide for 

assessing which theoretical perspectives that would be picked out. To illustrate this rationale, 

the theory of “politicization of private persona” is appropriate because it relates to the 

intentional integration of the private persona into the public image. The same process was 
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undertaken when picking out concepts that more specifically relates to social media, returning 

to the established aim and formulated research questions. Since one aim of this thesis is to 

contribute theoretically to the area of personalization, the included theories were also chosen 

because of their perceived limitations. For instance, such limitations could concern 

superficiality and lack of in-depth description or nuance. Hence, some identified aspects were 

assessed as possible to improve on, while the included theories also were viewed as adequate 

to serve as sources of analytical imagination. Furthermore, since the scope and time frame of 

this thesis is limited, it should be recognized that some theories and concepts within the area 

of personalization possibly have gone unnoticed. Accordingly, such potentially relevant 

theories have not been intentionally excluded or disregarded, which is important to clarify.     
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4. Methodology and empirical material  
This chapter will begin with a presentation of the philosophical points of departure, which 

then will unfold into the choice of methodologies. Following this, the selection of empirical 

material will be presented and motivated for. First, the choice of social media as a setting will 

be explained, followed by a rationale behind the choice of social media platforms. 

Subsequently, the selection of party leaders will be accounted for. In proximity with this, the 

process of gathering data will be described. Also featuring this chapter is a presentation of 

how the methodological tools were used. Moreover, a discussion will take place were 

possibilities and limitations are raised. The chapter will end with reflections related to aspects 

such as internal and external validity, as well as addressing ethical considerations.      

4.1. Philosophical points of departure 
The core ontological belief that underpins the methodological approach of this thesis, is that 

human beings are interpretive by nature, which implicates that reality is constructed by human 

perceptions (Moses & Knutsen 2012:177; Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:32). All components 

and building blocks of society, such as legal courts and schools for instance, has come into 

existence because of human ideas about what it means and should mean to be human. Take 

the legal system as an example, which is founded on a mutual understanding of what actions 

that ought to be permitted and those that should not. Moreover, humans are social beings, 

which means that we construct our individual realities during, with and in relation to our 

social interactions (Moses & Knutsen 2012:184; Alvession & Sköldberg 2017:32). The 

significance of this is that we gain our knowledge of what reality is by absorbing the ideas and 

beliefs of others, thereby constructing a perception of society by the help of those which it is 

constituted by, namely human beings. A further implication of this is that the notion of reality 

is not likely to be the same for individuals in different societies, since knowledge often is 

socially conditioned (Moses & Knutsen 2012:184; Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:33). Further 

on, knowledge about reality and societies is constantly changing, and we have learned to 

perceive things differently during the course of history. Therefore, the aim of reaching a 

universal truth or knowledge is not plausible, instead it can be considered more reasonable to 

strive for a delimited understanding of one phenomenon within a specific context.   
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4.2. Methodologies  
In accordance with the philosophical reasoning presented above, the aim of gaining 

knowledge about the social world can be linked to the practice of interpreting it. Thus, the 

methodology of hermeneutics corresponds well to this objective (Moses & Knutsen 2012:187; 

Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:115). Within the hermeneutic methodology, there are two main 

schools that relates to the relationship between the interpreting subject and the interpreted 

object. One of these schools are the objectivist, which essentially states that a researcher is 

separated from the studied object (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:120). This means that the 

researcher is positioned outside of the object, enabling the researcher to interpret objective 

reality. Moreover, to understand the meanings of the studied object, the parts of it are 

interpreted in relation to the wider context and vice versa. The other school within 

hermeneutics is the alethic, which disregard the idea of subjectively interpreting objective 

reality (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:120; Boréus & Bergström 2018:32). Instead, the 

researcher is considered as a product of its time and culture, making it necessary to integrate a 

“self-understanding” when interpreting. This is further related to the concept of “pre-

understanding”, which is central within the alethic school. By including pre-understanding in 

the interpretive process, the aim is to reveal the hidden, to find underlying interests or 

intentions (Boréus & Bergström 2018:32). While these two schools are principally different, it 

can be fruitful to use them as complements to each other (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:122). 

This makes it possible to utilize their respective approaches flexibly, rather than being limited 

to one of them. Next, the methodology of grounded theory will be presented.  

Described in broad terms, grounded theory can be viewed as a methodological approach that 

enable the researcher to “generate theory” from data (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:69; 

Charmaz 2006:2). One central meaning of this concerns the focus on empirical data, both as 

an analytical point of departure but also as the very core of analytical results. When using 

grounded theory, the analytical starting point is the data, which can be contrasted against 

approaches that focus on testing preexisting theories on empirical materials (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg 2017:71; Charmaz 2006:4). Stated in other words, the main objective is not to use 

theories as a way of understanding social phenomena, instead the aim is to understand by 

examining from within. This approach can be related to the logics of inductive reasoning, 

which implicate a firm anchoring in data (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:72; Charmaz 2006:4). 

Another prominent feature of grounded theory is its emphasis on exploration. To enable new 

knowledge and discoveries, it is considered more constructive to start from the material than 
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established theory (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:73; Charmaz 2006:6). Moreover, to be able 

to explore social phenomena and gain a comprehensive understanding of it, researchers ought 

to interpret processes and actions in social settings (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:71; Charmaz 

2006:7). However, it is considered desirable to delimit research to a specific context, because 

every social setting is unique and therefore needs to be examined in depth to gain 

understanding of it. The interpretations made during the analytic procedure should also be 

viewed as the researchers own understanding of the empirical material, not as mirroring 

reality (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2017:85; Charmaz 2006:47).  

4.3. Selection and collection of data 
Since an aim of this thesis is to explore strategical communication of party leaders on social 

media, the empirical material is constituted by social media updates of Swedish party leaders 

during the national election campaign of 2018. Considering that the Swedish people are 

among the most prominent social media users in the world, as well as the dramatic growth of 

social media in relation to political campaigns, this motivates the choice of social media as a 

setting to study the relevant phenomena in (Syvertsen et. al. 2014:34-35). The analysis is 

further concentrated to textual and visual updates, since both can be a part of the strategic 

communication (Filimonov, Russmann & Svensson 2016). Moreover, the social media 

platforms which will be included in the study is Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. These 

platforms are chosen because of their size; Facebook has been the largest social medium in 

the world during the recent decade while Instagram and Twitter have developed significantly 

in regard of active users (Syvertsen et. al. 2014:34; Filimonov, Russmann & Svensson 

2016:2). Since one part of this study aims at exploring how Swedish party leaders strategically 

communicated and not when or to what extent, it can be considered plausible to gather data by 

identifying updates which are more personal and individual in nature.  

The party leaders that are picked out for this study are Annie Lööf of the Centre Party, Ebba 

Busch Thor of the Christian Democrats and Gustav Fridolin of the Green party. Partially, 

these party leaders are chosen because of their possession of a personal account on Facebook, 

Instagram and Twitter, as well as their active usage of them during the election campaign. 

However, Gustav Fridolin did not have an active Twitter account during the campaign, which 

possibly can be viewed as a limitation when considering empirical variation. Despite this, the 

other party leaders included in the study, Annie Lööf and Ebba Busch Thor, did have an 

active account on all the above-mentioned platforms. Accordingly, this can be considered 

viable in terms of empirical depth and variation. However, it should be recognized that the 
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other party leaders on the national level does have personal accounts on some of the above-

mentioned platforms. For instance, incumbent prime minister Stefan Löfven did have a 

personal account on both Instagram and Facebook during the studied period, which the main 

challenger for prime minister, Ulf Kristersson of the opposing Moderate Party also had. While 

other party leaders, such as the ones mentioned above, initially were considered for this study, 

it was recognized during the phase of data-searching that these party leaders were not very 

personal in their overall communication. Instead, they appeared to explicitly integrate their 

respective parties on a regular basis, which was not deemed as corresponding to the aim of 

this thesis, that of exploring the phenomenon of personalization. Possibly, it could have been 

relevant to study the other party leaders and their communication as well due to the potential 

increase in variation of findings, yet it was viewed as more appropriate to focus on the party 

leaders that were interpreted as using a personal approach more clearly and systematically, 

since that implicates more material to study the relevant phenomenon.  

Regarding the time frame of this study, data will be gathered within the last 13 weeks prior to 

the election day, which was on the 9th of September. This period is chosen partially because of 

the aim to gather a solid amount of data, which can be viewed as central within theory-

developing approaches (Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson & Wängnerud 2007:124). On the other 

hand, since modern election campaigns are characterized by a professionalized standard with 

long-term objectives and persistency, the 2018 election campaign can be regarded as active 

ever since the end of the 2014 election (Strömbäck 2009:15). Since the scope and time frame 

of this thesis is limited, a more delimited period was deemed as suitable for enabling a 

relatively comprehensive and deep-going examination. Moreover, since the chosen period of 

study includes the final four weeks prior to the election day, this implicates that the intense 

period of campaigning will be studied in which the outcome of the election is likely to be 

decided (Strömbäck 2009:15).   

Now, the process of finding relevant updates will be described in more detail. If starting with 

Facebook, the name of the party leader was typed in the search box. Then, in the search menu 

showing up to the left that enable users to filter the results, the party leader was chosen as the 

source of updates. The results were also filtered so that the updates were shown 

chronologically in time, starting with the latest. Then, the period of interest was chosen, 

examining the months separately. Accordingly, the examination started from June and 

onwards. The selection of relevant updates was done with the guidance of “personalization” 

as a sensitizing concept, meaning that posts focused on the individual party leader were 
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included. Conversely, updates which were clearly oriented towards the party and not the 

individual politician were disregarded. A similar process as described above were undertaken 

when gathering data on Twitter, beginning by searching for the party leaders name in the 

search box. Then, the menu which can be found under “Search filters” were opened, choosing 

to make an “advanced search”. In this search mode, the name of the party leaders Twitter 

account was typed in the box under the category of “people”, filtering so that updates from the 

party leaders own account was showed. Then, the period was selected, starting from June. In 

the same way as described above, relevant updates were identified with the help of 

“personalization” as a conceptual basis. Regarding the collection of updates on Instagram, this 

process was not any more complicated than searching for the party leaders name, scrolling 

down on their respective accounts until the beginning of the chosen period. Next, the 

analytical procedure of coding will be accounted for.    

4.4. Methodological tools 
The process of generating theory from data, which is central within grounded theory, begins 

by engaging in an analytical practice called “coding” (Corbin & Strauss 2008:66; Charmaz 

2006:43). This practice refers to a process in which the researcher interprets the empirical 

material by constructing labels. Here, a “label” refers to a short description or name that 

“simultaneously categorizes, summarizes and accounts for each piece of data” (Charmaz 

2006:43). Initially, the coding procedure implies a close reading of the text, interpreting and 

questioning it. Such questions can for instance be related to events and processes in the data, 

reflecting about what the text represents and suggests. The reason for questioning the text is to 

enable a deeper understanding of the individuals behind it, embracing their perspectives and 

identifying the mechanisms of their actions. The first phase of coding can be called “open 

coding”, and in this study the open coding was conducted by labelling the textual content of 

the social media updates, separating the party leaders and the codes of their updates in 

different documents. Moreover, the codes were dated in correspondence to the date of which 

the updates were uploaded. The purpose of separating the codes in different documents and 

dating them was to make it easier to compare these codes and find variations within the 

material (Corbin & Strauss 2008:70; Charmaz 2006:46).    

After the initial coding phase, some codes were raised to categories. This means that some of 

the codes which had been constructed during the close reading of every update were assessed 

as appropriate to serve as more extensive categories. The process of creating categories that 

accounted for a larger amount of data involved the practice of comparing updates and codes 
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with each other, thereby making it possible to classify larger segments (Corbin & Strauss 

2008:73; Charmaz 2006:59). Following the construction of categories, these categories were 

compared in terms of their respective components and features. These components consisted 

of expressions and formulations of the party leaders that were interpreted as strategical. By 

doing this, core themes or concepts could be recognized that seemed to connect with several 

categories. To clarify the difference between “categories” and “concepts”, the former is in 

closer proximity to the empirical material, while the latter are more abstract and theoretical 

(Corbin & Strauss 2008:166; Charmaz 2006:92).   

While the method of coding is connected to the textual elements of the empirical material, an 

additional method was adopted to enable a systematic analysis of the visual content. This 

method is further focused on rhetorical communication, which invites an examination of the 

visual elements as persuasive acts. Accordingly, this corresponds with the aim of examining 

the strategical communication of the party leaders. The rhetorical analysis made is also 

connected to the practice of interpreting visual messages on a deeper level, to identify and 

understand hidden or underlying meanings, which relates to the overarching methodology of 

hermeneutics (Mral, Gelang & Bröms 2016:15). On the first level of analysis, the images 

were analyzed by examining the surface (Mral, Gelang & Bröms 2016:101). Here, the 

purpose was not to scrutinize the images and their content critically, instead it was to clarify 

and understand the message of the sender descriptively. This refers to the “manifest level” of 

visual communication, where the superficial aspects are taken into consideration. Following 

this, the “latent level” of the images was examined (Mral et. al 2016:105). This means that the 

persuasive elements were highlighted, working out seemingly implicit aspects and the 

underlying arguments of the pictures. 

Moreover, the “function” of the images was examined by considering the rhetorical situation. 

In this case, the rhetorical situation consisted of the senders, the receivers and the medium in 

which the communication took place. Regarding the senders, the aim was to understand what 

the party leaders might have wanted to achieve with the visual communication. For instance, 

this could be related to the intended effect that they seemed to aspire for. Furthermore, the 

analysis recognized the receivers of the messages, the voters, focusing on the visual messages 

in relation to their possible expectations and prior knowledge. The social media platforms and 

their respective designs were also taken into consideration, reflecting about how it could 

influence the rhetorical possibilities. As a final step of this visual analysis, an assessment of 

the images was conducted. This assessment related to aspects such as credibility and 



27 
 

plausibility, reflecting about how the communication corresponds with wider views and 

principles in society (Mral et. al 2016:107).   

The methodological tools described above were combined for the purpose of exploring the 

party leaders strategical communication. First, the textual elements of the empirical material 

were coded, followed by a rhetorical analysis of the visual elements. Then, the results of these 

analyses were compared, evaluating which interpretations and ideas that appear to offer the 

most plausible and extensive understanding of the studied communication. In this way, each 

method contributed to the result.  

       

4.5. Possibilities and limitations  
As empirical material, social media communication is varied in the sense that it is constituted 

by both textual and visual elements. This can be viewed as potentially problematic, since texts 

often are analyzed in one way and visual communication in another. Thereby, the risk is that 

the analysis become separated instead of consistent and compatible. However, this blend of 

visual and textual elements can also contribute to more depth and variation in terms of 

enabling different interpretations and perspectives. This is further related to the choice of 

methodological tools, adopting methods that corresponds with the different forms of data. 

When utilizing multiple methods, this makes it possible to interact with the material in 

different ways, thereby gaining nuance and width. Since social media communication often 

contain pictures with belonging text, the written and visual elements can be related to the 

same message. Nevertheless, a visual message can communicate something different than a 

written one and vice versa, even though they are connected and delivered as parts of the same 

update. Therefore, it can be considered appropriate to adopt methods that enable an analysis 

of both pictures and text.  

Another advantage of social media in terms of exploring the strategically personalized 

communication of party leaders, is that the party leaders themselves are controlling and 

constructing their image. This can be compared to mainstream media, where journalists are 

contributing in the construction of their public images. Even though the party leaders choose 

what to share and how to communicate with journalists, journalists are the producers of 

newspaper articles and questions, thereby having the power to manage the portrayal. 

Accordingly, if the empirical material would have been constituted by newspaper articles or 

news-related TV-shows for instance, the possibilities of analyzing the party leaders own 
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construction of a personal image would not be as great. Such an analysis would be required to 

include the media, which is not considered appropriate in relation to the aim of this thesis.  

Since the selected party leaders are representing different parties and are likely to have their 

separate political agendas, this can possibly affect the result of this study. Due to the aim of 

exploring the party leaders strategical communication, their respective ideological positions 

and views are factors that can be of significance when forming a deeper understanding of the 

phenomenon of personalization. Accordingly, it can be considered adequate to include party 

leaders from various ends of the ideological spectrum, thereby reducing the risk of ending up 

with an unbalanced result.         

Concerning the choice of adopting qualitative approaches to achieve the aim of this thesis, 

this is partially related to the thought of enabling theoretical contributions within the relevant 

area. When quantifying theoretical concepts to measure them empirically, there is a risk that 

the concepts become fixed frames in the sense that belonging indicators only capture what 

they are intended to capture (Bryman 2012:388). As qualitative research is principally related 

to an inductive approach in which concepts are used as empirical guidance instead of 

measurement, the possibilities to identify unexpected factors or aspects in relation to the 

phenomenon of study can be viewed as greater. However, by treating concepts as general 

guides rather than developing definitive indicators, this does not necessarily have to mean that 

more discoveries are made when examining empirical materials. If empirical indicators are 

representing a theoretical concept well, then this might lead to a comprehensive result that 

capture all relevant aspects within the data. At the same time, when exploring a case from the 

perspective of a certain phenomenon, it can be considered more appropriate to adopt a 

qualitative approach that is less bound to theoretical concepts and more focused on an in-

depth understanding of the case.  

Regarding coding as an analytical practice, one advantage is that it starts from the data and 

allow the empirical material to speak for itself (Charmaz 2006:67-68). By coding the actions 

and implicit meanings that potentially exists in the data, this increases the understanding of 

the studied phenomenon while also delving deeper into the perceptual boundaries of the actors 

behind the material. The constant process of comparing codes and emerging concepts with the 

data enable an analysis that is reflexive in nature, because the interpretations made are 

frequently under scrutiny in terms of viewing them in relation to data. Since a central part of 

coding refers to the practice of questioning if the codes constitute a plausible representation of 

actions and processes in the material, the potential problem of simply interpreting the data in a 
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descriptive, unreflective fashion can be managed. By constantly comparing the codes and 

concepts with the data, the risk of integrating preconceived ideas and perspectives into the 

analysis is also reduced, since the analytical constructions are empirically rooted (Charmaz 

2006:68). However, it should be acknowledged that every researcher has ideas and views that 

in some way affect their analysis. One can argue that it is reasonable that preconceptions have 

an impact on the coding procedure, because it is difficult to erase fundamental views that 

might be corresponding to the era of which the researcher is a product of. Nevertheless, when 

coding is conducted properly, the preconceptions of the author does not guide the 

interpretations in a way that can be viewed as problematic in terms of not being grounded in 

the empirical material (Charmaz 2006:68).  

The adoption of a method that is oriented towards visual rhetoric´s can be considered to 

contribute with variety and depth in relation to the analysis. Viewed in relation to the aim of 

the thesis, this enable a specific focus on the persuasive and strategical aspects of the social 

media pictures. Furthermore, the method makes it possible to interpret the rhetorical situation 

from the perspective of the party leaders and in relation to the voters. Regarding possible 

limitations, since the rhetorical analysis is based on an interpretative process in which the 

interpreter involves its own pre-understanding, the risk is that the analysis become too 

opinion-based and lack argumentative power. Therefore, it is important to continually support 

the subjective ideas and perceptions with logical and consistent argumentation, as well as 

elaborating on the reasoning as much as possible.  

4.6. Internal and external validity  
According to Bryman (2012:390), internal validity within qualitative research concerns the 

correspondence between observations and generated theory. One aspect which can be 

considered important in relation to this is the collection of “sufficient” data that enable solid 

theory generation (Charmaz 2006:18). What qualifies as “sufficient” can be discussed, but the 

aim of this study is to gather data that stretches over a considerable period. Even though 13 

weeks is not a considerable time if viewing it in relation to a long-term election campaign, 

starting from the day after the election day, it can be considered as an appropriate period of 

study in the sense that it is the last months before the election day. During this period, the 

efforts of persuading the voters are likely to intensify, both in terms of volume and variety. 

Further on, to increase the depth and variation of the empirical material, three social media 

platforms have been included in the analysis. This makes it possible to identify variations in 

the material, enabling a comparison of the updates on the different platforms. For instance, 



30 
 

Instagram differs from Twitter in terms of design, being more focused on the visual elements 

in comparison to the textual, while the opposite can be stated about Twitter. Thus, the 

different designs of the platforms make it possible to generate a theory which is solid and 

nuanced.  

External validity mainly concerns the possibilities of generalizing the results of a study to 

other contexts (Bryman 2012:47). Since one part of this study is more empirically oriented 

and aims at exploring how three Swedish party leaders strategically personalized their social 

media communication, the possibilities of generalizing results connected to this part can be 

considered limited. However, the other part of the thesis includes the aim of generating 

theoretical concepts and contributions from the empirical material, which enable a possible 

generalization in terms of the concepts being applicable in other national settings. 

Simultaneously, since personalized political communication on social media can be imagined 

to primarily apply for advanced democracies, the possibilities of generalizing the generated 

concepts beyond this frame are likely to be reduced.     

4.7. Ethical considerations 
One area that can be considered as an ethical concern in relation to the empirical material is 

integrity and sensitivity (Swedish Research Council 2017:39). The data which will be 

gathered is personal in nature and likely to involve the private lives of the party leaders. 

However, this personal information can be viewed as constituting a part of the public profile 

of these politicians, intentionally communicated to a public audience. The question then arises 

if the intentional sharing of personal communication makes it more acceptable to use for 

research purposes. Arguably, it can be stated that it should be, since political communication 

on social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram implies a personal appearance. Social 

media has developed into an increasingly important channel of communication in relation to 

political campaigns, which makes it important to gain knowledge about it. Furthermore, if the 

personal and private content on social media would be disregarded out of ethical reasons, 

suggesting that this communication is integrity-sensitive in nature, social media 

communication in general would be difficult to study because of its personal inclination. 

Simultaneously, the fact that personal information on social media is publicly accessible also 

means that it should be handled with care and respect, referring to the aim of protecting 

individuals within research (Swedish Research Council 2017:13). Described in other words, it 

can be considered important to avoid a harmful use of the material in the sense that the 

individuals of which it concerns are disadvantaged in a significant way.  
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5. Analytical result 
In this chapter, the empirical material will be presented as a part of the presentation of 

analytical results. The material will further be displayed in both textual and visual forms, 

which is done in accordance with the layouts of the chosen social media platforms. Since the 

original language of the textual communication is Swedish, this has been translated to the best 

of ability. Concerning the analytical result, this will be presented as a joint narrative. Thereby, 

the textual and visual analysis will be integrated, while the generated concepts will serve as 

overarching headings for belonging categories. At the end of this chapter, the analytical result 

will be summarized.  
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Integrated representative 

One concept that could be generated from the data is “integrated representative”. This concept 

is related to the portrayal of “presence and acknowledgement”, which is one of the 

constructed categories. Another category related to this concept is “ordinary people”, also 

referring to practices of symbolically integrating the party leaders into society. The final 

category connected to this concept is “becoming one with the people”, a category related to 

the unification of party leaders and voters. First off, the category “presence and 

acknowledgement” is presented, followed by “ordinary people” and “becoming one with the 

people”.   

Presence and acknowledgement  

During the election campaign, the party leaders communicated a commitment to the 

environment and the countryside. This commitment could for instance be related to the 

environmental threats that were present during this time, actively showing its consequences 

for farmers and animals. One way of displaying this commitment was to share updates in 

which the party leaders could be seen with a farmer on their land, describing how his or her 

business was affected badly because of the heat and drought during the summer.  

 

Picture retrieved from the Instagram account of Annie Lööf, uploaded the 1st of august 2018. 
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“Today me and our agripolitical spokesperson Magnus Oscarsson have visited the cattle-

farmer Lars Gillberg on his farm in Huddinge. He is one of all the farmers that are affected 

significantly by the heat of the summer and has a hard time finding food for his animals”.  

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Facebook account of Ebba Busch Thor, uploaded the 1st of august 2018. 

 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, update uploaded the 22nd of august 

2018. 

This can be viewed as an attempt to show the social media followers of the party leaders that 

they are experiencing the environmental threats and its consequences in first hand, gathering 

knowledge and information about the problem from the people who suffers most out of it. 

Accordingly, the updates that depicts personal visits and expressed sympathies can increase 

their credibility as politicians. In this case, the credibility is created symbolically by personal 

presence. Politicians, and especially party leaders, gains strategically by showing that they are 

not distant in relation to society and its citizens. One central reason for this is that they are 

individuals who hold formal power in relation to society. Consequently, the party leaders 

already are distant in this respect. The symbolic value of showing that the party leaders are 

down to earth in terms of experiencing reality for themselves, can therefore be considered 

”The drought and heat that locked itself 
over our part of the globe strikes hard. The 

prices for animal-feed go up and many 
horse-enthusiastic youngsters are worried 

for the upcoming winter”. 

(Fridolin 2018, excerpt)   
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beneficial due to the creation of trust and credibility. Further on, by displaying their 

commitment digitally to the affected farmers and their difficulties, the party leaders can build 

an image of being empathic and caring. Not only are they visiting the farms to see how they 

are affected, they also show that they pay attention to and are emotionally invested in the 

farmers and their problems. Conversely, if imagining an update in which the party leaders 

expressed their sympathies while lacking presence, this would probably appear more distant 

in relation to an update which shows that the party leaders are there and experiencing the 

problem for themselves.  

Moreover, the party leaders shared updates in which they conveyed visitations to 

municipalities that were hit hard by forest fires, a consequence of the long-lasting drought and 

heat. As was the case with the updates that portrayed the party leaders with farmers, the 

shared visits in affected municipalities can be interpreted as representing the image of 

politicians who are down to earth and faces the problems on the spot. In addition to this, these 

updates contained an acknowledgement and expressed gratitude towards the individuals who 

participated in the work of putting down the fires.  

“Soon in Sveg for meeting with the municipal executive board in the office of fire department 

to hear how they have been affected locally and how they proceed with their work from this 

point. Such a tough situation for the affected and the rescuing staff. Grateful for the job they 

are doing and all the efforts from civil society.”    

Update retrieved from the Twitter account of Ebba Busch Thor, uploaded the 18th of July 2018. 

“Today I have met the emergency service and part-time fire firefighters, the national guard, 

the airport manager that played a crucial part in retrieving fuel for the helicopters and 

airplanes send out to put down the fires, the municipality, land owners and voluntary actors. 

Emotional experiences of being in the middle of the fires´ inferno, to lead an organization or 

to coordinate voluntary actors”. 

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Facebook account of Annie Lööf, uploaded the 17th of august 2018.  

“But here and now people are affected by the heat, the fires and the winds. Families have 

been evacuated. The fire department, the emergency service, the armed forces, part-time 

workers and voluntary actors are putting in heroic efforts. They have the full support of all 

Sweden!” 

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, uploaded the 17th of July 2018.   
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This can be deemed as communicating that the party leaders possess a capability of 

recognizing efforts of the civil society, which in turn contributes to the creation of a favorable 

image in relation to the voters. If relating this to the reasoning above that concerns the formal 

power and symbolic distance of the party leaders, the acknowledgement and gratitude towards 

the civil society strengthens the image of politicians who are humble and down to earth. This 

can be viewed as a way of creating credibility because they show a sense of self awareness. 

The party leaders mediate that they are humble in relation to their political power, recognizing 

and acknowledging the society as representatives of it. Moreover, by expressing gratitude 

towards the civil society when various actors step in to deal with serious problems, the party 

leaders establish a sense of teamwork in relation to the citizens. When visiting these societal 

actors in person and acknowledging their situation, this sense of teamwork is likely to grow 

stronger. Another example of a situation where the party leaders illustrated their physical and 

symbolical presence can be found in different types of manifestations or movements.   

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Twitter account of Annie Lööf, update uploaded the 4th of august 2018.  

 

“To be able to be the one you are and become the one that you want to be. That I am proud to 

fight for, in prosperity and adversity, with fellow greens all over the world.”  

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Facebook account of Gustav Fridolin, uploaded the 3rd of august 2018.  

 

 

 

”Thanks to everyone that participated in the 
celebration of human compassion, an open 
society and tolerance. The right to be the 

person you are and love whoever you want. 
Happy Pride!”.  

(Lööf 2018, excerpt) 
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“We have to stand united in the struggle against the nazis that are threatening the freedom of 

assembly her in Almedalen”.  

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Twitter account of Ebba Busch Thor, uploaded the 4th of July 2018.    

In these updates, the physical and symbolical presence can be deemed as contributing to a 

stronger and more intense communication. By showing that the party leaders are an active and 

present part of a larger struggle, the communicated values within these updates become more 

genuine and credible. The symbolic value of action is often stronger than words, and when 

both action and powerful formulations are combined, the effect is likely to be stronger. 

Further on, one of the studied party leaders, Gustav Fridolin of the Green party, could be 

interpreted as mediating a tangible sense of societal presence in terms of sharing updates 

where he tried out and practiced several professions himself.   

“Decided not to stand and shout on so many squares in this election campaign. Want to meet 

people directly instead, talking politics in everyday life. Then it will be some work to do, and 

some cake…”  

Update retrieved from the Facebook account of Gustav Fridolin, uploaded the 8th of august 2018. 

  

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, update uploaded the 8th of august 2018.  

 

”This is what a politician looks like when 
doing a honorable job! Thank you Nenne, 

Fredrik and all other employees and 
customers of Hemköp in Tjärna Ängar for 

treating the confused trainee so well. “ 

(Fridolin 2018) 
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This highlights the symbolic essence of being physically present, because it represents the 

image of a politician who is a part of the society of which it holds power. Consequently, this 

also shifts the power-relations between the party leader and the voters, primarily 

symbolically. The party leader meets people in person and discusses political issues, which 

can be contrasted towards a situation in which the party leader gives a formal speech to an 

audience. Then it is the party leader who clearly holds power in terms of communicating his 

or her message, not involving the audience to form a dialogue. When meeting with people in 

everyday life, the balance of power between the party leader and voters become more even 

symbolically, though the politicians are still the ones who often possess the relevant 

knowledge and rhetorical skills to hold the advantage when interacting.  

Continuing this reasoning, by sharing updates in which this party leader emphasizes his 

meetings and working activities with people on their workplace, he can benefit strategically 

by making it seem like the power relations are evenly balanced, although he holds an actual 

advantage in being rhetorically skilled and knowing what to say to make his views sound 

appealing. Accordingly, the voters are likely to be attracted by the image of a party leader 

who interact with other voters more intimately in real life, yet the strategic advantage in terms 

of portraying an integrated image while also being able to affect the voters during the 

“practicing” of occupations remain hidden and implicit. The meaning of an “integrated 

image” is that the party leader come across as a part of society and the people, which in turn 

can strengthen the legitimacy as a representative. However, this integration can also be 

deemed as applying to the voters that constitute a visible part of the updates, since they 

become an active component of the mediated public image. Thereby, the party leader can 

benefit strategically by creating possibilities for further recognition and confirmation trough 

the integrated voters, in relation to the voters that see these updates. The integrated voters can 

thus be considered politicized in the sense that they are used for political and rhetorical 

purposes.   
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Ordinary people  

If the activity of trying out different professions is further taken as an example, the symbolic 

power-relations also shifts in terms of displaying an image of being down to earth and no 

different from any other working-class people. By showing that the party leader engages in 

activities that ordinary people do in everyday life, it ought to be easier for the voters to relate 

to the party leader as a human being. A central aspect which then might be forgotten is that 

during an election campaign, the party leader is first and foremost a politician who are likely 

to employ different strategies to earn the trust of the people. The significance of this is that 

when the party leader portray himself as an ordinary person who does things that ordinary 

people do, it is a part of the role as a politician. Certainly, the politician also has a private life 

and is a human being just as anybody else, the difference is that the social media updates are 

likely to be strategically communicated to serve his main purpose, namely to earn the trust of 

the people and eventually receiving votes.  

Some of the social media updates also displayed the private, more informal sides of the party 

leaders. These updates can be related to personal characteristics of the party leaders, as well as 

family life and spare time activities. Regarding the updates that conveyed a disclosure of the 

party leaders and their personal characteristics, these can be viewed as portraying them as 

highly dedicated individuals who are emotionally invested in different political issues. 

“Yes, I am pissed off. About the earth that is destroyed right in front of our eyes. About how 

environment and people are worn out. About how the big questions rarely are addressed in 

the debate. That anger is what motivates me to make a change.” 

Excerpt from an update retrieved from the Facebook account of Gustav Fridolin, uploaded the 28th of august 

2018. 

“I am so touched and grateful for all warmth and love during the latest 24 hours. Thanks for 

being so many standing up for decency, leadership and strong, human values!”  

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Twitter account of Annie Lööf, uploaded the 5th of July 2018. 
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Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Ebba Busch Thor, update uploaded the 28th of June 

2018.  

This can be considered as a way of constructing familiarity and recognition among the voters, 

since most citizens are emotionally invested in one or a few areas of society which is of 

political significance. By showing the voters that the party leaders are dedicated individuals 

who truly wants to create the best society possible, they are likely to gain trust as individuals. 

One central aspect behind this concerns the sense of verification or confirmation, the voters 

can see that the party leaders really care for the issues that they care about and that they are 

determined to make their will come true. Moreover, by explicitly expressing emotions, the 

party leaders show that they are human beings like any other individual in society. The party 

leaders can feel anger and joy, excitement and disappointment, which can be considered 

important to communicate in terms of making it possible for the voters to identify with them.  

Furthermore, the party leaders shared updates in which they can be interpreted as displaying a 

sense of humor. Again, this is a way of making it easier for the voters to relate on a personal 

level. The party leaders mediate that they are ordinary human beings that does not take 

themselves too seriously, which can be viewed as important to communicate to the voters 

because of their formal status as powerful and influential individuals.  

”I can only recommend doing what YOU 
and YOUR family think is best. That is why I 

become so mad on all the outdated and 
complex limitations of the parental 

allowance that comes up to the surface 
every now and then”. 

(Busch Thor 2018, excerpt)  
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Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, update uploaded the 4th of august 2018. 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Facebook account of Annie Lööf, update uploaded the 12th of june 2018. 

 

”Until I am standing in the Dj-area after 
midnight on Berns. Those who have seen my 
playlists would understand the magnitude of 
the challenge. I mean, how much Wilmer X 

and Bob Hund can the dancing audience put 
up with?.” 

(Fridolin 2018, excerpt) 

”A high fence cannot obstruct the 
opportunity to speak about why we will have 

low thresholds into the labor market.” 

 

(Lööf 2018, excerpt) 
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Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Ebba Busch Thor, update uploaded the 16th of July 

2018.  

A communicated characteristic that further could be recognized and relates to lifestyle, was 

being active and energetic. For instance, one of the party leaders emphasized her packed 

schedule in relation to the traditional gathering of political actors in Almedalen, expressing a 

state of intensity. Another way in which the party leaders displayed their active lifestyles was 

by sharing updates that depicted them as exercising. 

“Yesterday in Almedalen was like an 18-hour marathon – 405 minutes of effective 

interviewing at 23 occasions a journalist calculated, who followed me out. Only during 

yesterday. Puh!” 

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Facebook account of Annie Lööf, uploaded the 5th of July 2018.  

 

 

”Been to the human village. Saw my own 
reflection at the doors to the milk. Have 

been washing my hair only with lake-water 
since Almedalen. If it continues like this I 
will be having dreads in a week. Could be 

interesting.” 

(Busch Thor 2018) 
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Picture retrieved from the Instagram account of Ebba Busch Thor, uploaded the 31st of July 2018. 

 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Twitter account of Annie Lööf, update uploaded the 4th of September 2018. 

This can be viewed as strategically beneficial when considering their role as representatives of 

the people, because many voters probably live an active lifestyle with intense schedules. Then 

it ought to be easier to identify with the party leaders if they too are active in their everyday 

life. This is further related to the expectations that the voters are likely to have on the party 

leaders, they are publicly elected to work for the people in every situation and by showing 

their level of everyday activeness on social media they can meet up to these expectations. 

Moreover, the updates depicting party leaders as exercising can be related to the portrayal of 

healthiness, which is likely to be corresponding to the expectations of the voters. Since a 

”Forward! I stole an hour from the calendar 
today and gave myself some energy-

refilling.” 

(Lööf 2018, excerpt) 
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healthy lifestyle, constituted by exercising and other related aspects can be regarded as 

consistent with the ideal in the Swedish society, the party leaders can gain credibility by 

showing that they live up to this ideal. If thinking one step further, this portrayal also creates 

credibility for later occasions when arguing for political issues that relates to healthiness and 

exercising.   

During the studied period, the party leaders shared updates in which their family life and 

members were involved. 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Ebba Busch Thor, update uploaded the 22nd of june 

2018. 

“Checked out the pictures at home on my way to the office this morning – and the rest of the 

family are on further vacation – this is probably the strength and charm of everyday life and 

life together! 7 years today. Congratulations to us on the wedding day, and to me for having 

you in my life!” 

Text retrieved from the Facebook account of Annie Lööf, update uploaded the 30th of July 2018. 

 

”Except from Elise pouring out an old cup 
of coffee all over herself and the driver’s 

seat and Niklas sat down in it we are 
satisfied with the day. Here are some 

pictures from our perfect life! ” 

(Elise is her daughter and Niklas her 
husband) 

(Busch Thor 2018, excerpt) 
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Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, update uploaded the 30th of august 

2018. 

This can be viewed as a way of enabling recognition among the voters, sharing their private 

lives and thereby mediating that they are normal people who has a family like anybody else. 

As described earlier, the strategic value here is to make it possible for the voters to identify 

with the party leaders on a personal level, because a natural consequence of this is that the 

voters are likely to develop a trust for them as politicians and potentially their party. As some 

of the updates above illustrates, the mediated family life of the party leaders can be 

interpreted as imperfect and unpolished, which in turn can make the portrayal more relatable 

since this comes closer to the idea of an “ordinary family”.  

Moreover, this can be considered strategically beneficial because it communicates that the 

party leaders are not perfect individuals who always manage their lives flawlessly. This 

relates to the previous reasoning concerning the party leaders formal status as powerful and 

influential individuals, because it can be hard for ordinary people to relate and identify with 

that image. To level out this formal status of power, the party leaders portray themselves as 

having private problems or dilemmas, which they also might have in real life. But, as stated 

before, during an election campaign, the primary objective for a party leader is to gain the 

trust of the people and eventually picking up votes. So even if their updates mirror an actual 

reality, it can still be considered strategical communication because this reality is intentionally 

selected to be publicly shared. Further on, the party leaders shared updates in which they 

cheered and supported for the national football team during the world cup. 

”And I know that they are doing fine, that 
she is juggling with a full time employment 
and an absent husband without the children 

not ever receiving the care they need.” 

 

(Fridolin 2018, excerpt) 
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“… I´m so excited that I´m falling of the chair… Come on come on the men´s national 

football team tonight!” 

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Twitter account of Annie Lööf, uploaded the 23rd of June 2018.  

 

 

Picture retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, update uploaded the 3rd of July 2018. 

 

“Best when it matters! Congratulations! Deeply impressed! #wearesweden #wc18” 

Text retrieved from the Twitter account of Ebba Busch Thor, update uploaded the 27th of June 2018. 

This can be viewed as a strategy to step down from their formal roles as politicians, 

embracing the role of supporters. In this way, the party leaders show they are like any other 

individual in the sense that they follow and support the national team. Moreover, this role of 

football supporters might be natural for the party leaders in terms of them being genuinely 

interested in football and the world cup, yet this role can be interpreted as intentionally shared 

to the public for the purpose of earning trust and credibility. If reflecting upon the possibility 

that this role is not natural for some of the studied party leaders, that he or she is not 

genuinely interested or enthusiastic about football and the world cup, then it can be regarded 

as more demanding to embrace the role of a supporter and make this appearance credible. At 

the same time, if viewing politicians as constant actors, it can also be considered consistent 

with that “occupational nature” to embrace different roles that serve and promote the public 
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image. Accordingly, when stepping into roles that are compatible with the private persona, 

this can potentially create difficulties in terms of maintaining the actor-oriented political 

nature in the long-term.   

 

Becoming one with the people 

The party leaders shared updates in which they rejected actions of hate and intolerance, 

mediating an aim of a unified nation. 

“We stand behind the national team both in prosperity and adversity. And we are a WE with 

@jimmydurmaz and all the other players”. 

Excerpt from an update retrieved from the Instagram account of Ebba Busch Thor, uploaded the 24th of June 

2018. 

“You win together. You rise from setbacks together. That is what team sport is all about. Or 

being a supporter. Or, for that part, being a nation. When racism is on the march. Or the hate 

of women. Or other brown prejudices. It always makes us weaker.” 

Excerpt of an update retrieved from the Facebook account of Gustav Fridolin, uploaded the 24th of June 2018. 

 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Annie lööf, update uploaded the 26th of June 2018.  

”We need to highlight the tabu, be good role 
models, talk about the stress, the feeling of 
personal deficiency that strikes many of us 

and make concrete changes so that children 
and youth receives help faster and sooner.” 

 

(Lööf 2018, excerpt) 
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The first two updates above can be viewed as a response to the medially noticed racial 

comments that were directed at the Swedish football player Jimmy Durmaz on social media, 

after him making a decisive mistake in a world cup game. By rejecting actions of 

fragmentation and polarization, while also emphasizing “we”, “us” and “together” as an 

entity, the party leaders can be interpreted as constructing a symbolic bond. This symbolic 

bond relates to the practice of protecting the people, maintaining a tolerant, harmonic and 

compassionate society. Accordingly, the party leaders include the voters in their construction 

of society and a sense of belonging is created. The party leaders themselves gain trust by 

being the architect behind this constructed society, by showing that they are unified with the 

voters in the struggle for tolerance and harmony. Since a considered starting point for the 

politicians and their image is that they are distant characters with power, it can be considered 

beneficial to reduce this distance by integrating the voters in their political leadership. This 

can further be viewed as especially important within the Swedish context, due to the political 

culture of consensus and human equality.   

Self-elevation  

While the analysis so far has circulated around the generated concept of “integrated 

representative”, the upcoming part will relate to another concept. This generated concept 

concerns the practice of “self-elevation”. One of the two categories related to this concept is 

“accumulation of social status”, involving influencers and celebrities in the communication of 

the party leaders. The other connected category is “cultural significance”, constituted by self-

promotional practices within the cultural sphere.    

Accumulation of social status 

In some of the social media updates, the party leaders are depicted along well-known Swedish 

individuals, primarily individuals who work as influencers and are popular within the frames 

of social media. 
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Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, update uploaded the 28th of august 

2018.  

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Annie Lööf, update uploaded the 15th of June 2018.  

 

 

”Meet so many that does not think that they 
know anything about politics. That was the 

first thing @biancaingrosso told me today for 
instance. But in most cases, this is 

inaccurate.” 

(Fridolin 2018, excerpt)  

”Nice break in a packed calendar – it is 
important to find those moments when 
accumulating inspiration, energy and 

laughter. Thanks @isabellalowengrip for 
the lunch company!” 

 

(Lööf 2018, excerpt)  

”Now the episode of Framgångspodden is 
out with myself as a guest! It is a deep-going 
interview with Alexander Pärleros in which 
we among other things talk about life as a 

party leader and parent.” 

 

(Busch Thor 2018, excerpt) 
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Picture and text retrieved from the Facebook account of Ebba Busch Thor, update uploaded the 29th of august 

2018. 

On the surface, this can be considered strategically beneficial in terms of showing that the 

party leaders have some sort of a relation to well-known and popular individuals. If 

penetrating the surface and looking at the mechanisms that make these types of updates 

beneficial in strategical terms, one such mechanism concerns the platform in which the 

communication takes place. Influencers primarily use social media as their main channel of 

communication, where they reach out to a large amount of people. When sharing an update in 

which the party leaders are depicted alongside influencers, this means that the party leaders 

are likely to reach out to the followers of the influencer and vice versa. The visibility of the 

party leaders is thereby disseminated to another audience. One aspect for this dissemination of 

visibility to be possible is the technical function within social media that enable users to 

“@tag” other users in updates. This ensures that the party leaders end up on the profiles of the 

influencers and thereby being recognized by the followers of them. However, the component 

that is likely to make this dissemination convincing for the followers is the presence of the 

influencer. By involving influencers in the social media communication, the party leaders can 

gain social status. This social status is accumulated indirectly, because the party leader is 

portrayed alongside an influencer who embodies status and popularity. Hence, the social 

status of the influencer is used as a source of strengthening the social status of the party 

leader.  

Further on, when speaking of social status on social media, this can be related to popularity in 

terms of how many followers a user has. These followers can also be considered as “digital 

friends”, constituting a central feature of social networks. Since influencers usually have 

many digital friends who follow their lives regularly, the depicted meetings with party leaders 

can serve the practice of introducing their followers to a new digital friend. The factor that 

unites the followers of the influencers and the party leader is the influencer itself, being a 

symbolic insurance in terms of status and popularity. This strategy relates to the accumulation 

of social status, because the party leaders use famous people and their networks as sources of 

nursing their image. In this case, the famous people are individuals who occupies themselves 

professionally with influencing other people on social media, which separates them from 

other celebrities.   
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Cultural significance 

The party leaders shared updates in which they could be recognized as participating in events 

such as international musical awards and royal baptisms. Moreover, in some updates, the 

party leaders marketed their self-written books, referring to a website on which the books 

could be bought. 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Twitter account of Annie Lööf, update uploaded the 18th of June 2018. 

 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Instagram account of Gustav Fridolin, update uploaded the 12th of June 2018.  

”I have written a book about solidarity. A 
value that I think is a viable option to much 
of that which burdens and tear apart. It is 

possible to preorder now. Or putting on the 
bookshelf if listening on storytell. Will be 

out the days before midsummer.” 

(Fridolin 2018)  

”Thanks Falun and everybody that came 
and bought my book Sanningens Ögonblick 

today!” 

(Lööf 2018, excerpt) 
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“On my way to Polar Music Prize to honor the music and the culture. On the air at TV4 

tonight. What music do you prefer listening to?” 

Text retrieved from the Facebook account of Annie Lööf, update uploaded the 14th of June 2018.  

 

 

Picture and text retrieved from the Facebook account of Ebba Busch Thor, update uploaded the 8th of June 2018. 

This can be viewed as a way of marketing the persona of the party leaders, portraying 

themselves as cultural celebrities who are worthy of admiration. Further on, these kinds of 

updates signal that they are important persons outside of the political arena, their significance 

as individuals’ extents the isolated role of party leaders. By marketing their self-written 

books, they embrace the role of authors. By attending international music awards, they 

accumulate significance within the musical sphere. These different roles make their images 

more multifaceted, becoming something more than just politicians. Moreover, when 

constructing this wider image, voters who are not politically knowledgeable or interested can 

connect with the party leaders, which eventually can lead up to political sympathies.  

 

 

 

 

 

”Today I have had the honor of attending 
the baptism of princess Adrienne.” 

(Busch Thor 2018) 
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5.1. Summary of analytical result 
As the presented result shows, the studied party leaders used strategies that relates to the 

categories of “presence and acknowledgement”, “ordinary people”, “becoming one with the 

people”, “accumulation of social status” and “cultural significance”. The concept that binds 

the first three categories together is “integrated representative”, a concept that relates to the 

portrayal of politicians as integrated parts of society, while also treating the voters as politized 

in the sense that they constitute a part of the party leaders mediated public image. Regarding 

the other concept, “self-elevation”, this applies to the categories “accumulation of social 

status” and “cultural significance”. If comparing the generated concepts, the main difference 

is that “integrated representative” is about strengthening the legitimacy and credibility as 

representatives of the people, while “self-elevation” is connected to the accumulation of 

personal significance and importance.  

Figure 1. 
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6. Analysis of result 
In this section, the generated concepts will be compared to existing theory, more specifically 

to the theoretical perspectives of “politicization of private persona”, “mediated authenticity” 

and “image-management”. The purpose of doing this is to position the analytical result in 

relation to established theory and examine in what ways it differs or corresponds.  

Langer (2010:61) presents the theoretical definition “politicization of private persona”, which 

refers to the practice of emphasizing personal qualities and private life among individual 

politicians. According to this theory, a central reason for doing this is to make it easier for 

ordinary people to identify with politicians, as well as using the “private persona” to 

legitimize policies and ideological positions. Further on, Enli (2016:121) highlights the 

concept of “mediated authenticity” within the frames of social media, arguing that politicians 

portray themselves as honest and “real”. A central element within the concept of mediated 

authenticity is “self-presentation”, which further entail that politicians mediate an image of 

being more spontaneous and less formal. Another theoretical perspective that can be deemed 

as circulating around the element of self-presentation is “image-management”, a concept used 

by Svensson (2012:185). As Svensson describe this concept, practices related to “self-

promotion” are prominent among individual politicians on social media, presenting the online 

persona in a way that enable voter recognition.  

A common theme of the above-mentioned theories can be recognized in the strategical 

practice of presenting the individual politician in a way that highlights informal human 

characteristics, as well as professional competence. Consequently, this strategy is believed to 

contribute in constructing an image that voters can identify with and find trustworthy. If 

turning to the generated concepts of the current study, “integrated representative” also entail 

the element of presenting the persona in a more intimate and private manner. This generated 

concept comprises the practice of sharing moments of family life and mediating an image of 

being “ordinary”. However, one central aspect of “integrated representative” that appears to 

be absent in the concepts of “politicization of private persona”, “mediated authenticity” and 

“image-management”, is that individual politicians integrate the voters in their self-

presentations for the voters. If looking at the result of this study, several updates could be 

recognized in which voters themselves were a visible part, along with the party leader. This 

implicates that the self-presentations of the studied party leaders were not only conducted in a 

way that portrayed them as informal, ordinary human beings and professional representatives, 

they can also be regarded as politicizing the voters. The meaning of this is that when 
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individual politicians present themselves on social media, they intentionally integrate the 

voters and thereby making them a strategical part of their communication. This perspective 

can be viewed as similar to the concept of “politicization of private persona” in terms of 

including a focus on aspects that might not appear to be political on the surface. However, the 

difference is that the concept of “integrated representative” also comprises the notion of 

politicized voters, on top of a politicized private persona in relation to the self-presentations of 

politicians. The main reason why voters might not be considered as a political component of 

individual politicians and their communication, is that the voters primarily occupy the role of 

audience. The voters are supposed to be persuaded by the politicians, not voters persuading 

voters. Accordingly, this implicates a state of passiveness and not rhetorical relevance. 

Furthermore, by integrating the persona of party leaders into society and the natural 

environment of the voters, they are likely to improve on the chances of being appreciated as 

trustworthy representatives of the people. Accordingly, although the notion of “self-

presentation” can be regarded as partially representing individual politicians and their 

strategical social media communication, the perspective of an “integrated” self-presentation 

adds another dimension that does not seem to have been acknowledged by the theories 

included in this study.  

Continuing the focus on “self-presentation”, the generated concept of “self-elevation” offer an 

additional understanding of how individual politicians present themselves in order to be 

viewed as significant. For instance, the practice of using influencers and celebrities in the 

social media communication can be considered as a way of presenting an important persona 

that also is relevant outside of the political sphere. In this way, the politicians can attract 

voters that are not politically interested or knowledgeable, while potentially turning these 

voters supportive of their political agendas in a later stage of the persuasive process. 

Especially within the frames of social media, influencers and celebrities can be regarded as 

effective sources of status accumulation, since they embody social status and popularity on 

platforms such as Instagram. The main reason why social status can be viewed as important to 

accumulate for individual politicians during times of election, is that many younger voters are 

likely to be familiar and accustomed to the logics of digital popularity. A possible explanation 

behind this is that many of these younger voters have grown up with social media, thereby 

being used to the system of gathering “digital friends” and receiving “likes”. Accordingly, to 

attract the younger voters, the party leaders benefit by presenting themselves as socially 

significant individuals who interact with influencers and celebrities. Furthermore, to illustrate 
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the differences in regard of “self-presentation” between the generated theory and established 

theories, a summarizing figure is presented below.   

 

Figure 2.  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The essence of self-presentation within 

the concepts of “politicization of private 

persona”, “mediated authenticity” and 

“image-management”:  

Politicians present themselves as 

ordinary human beings and professional 

representatives.  

Self-presentation according to the 

generated theory:  

Politicians present themselves as 

ordinary human beings and 

professional representatives, while also 

integrating the voters in their self-

presentations. Politicians present 

themselves as socially significant.   
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7. Conclusions 
The overarching aim of this thesis is to explore the phenomenon of personalization within the 

political sphere. More specifically, the aim is to delve into the strategically personalized social 

media communication of Swedish party leaders during the election campaign of 2018. 

Another aim is to generate theoretical contributions to the area of personalization. Regarding 

research questions, these are formulated as:  

How did Swedish party leaders strategically personalize their social media communication 

during the election campaign of 2018?  

What theoretical concepts can be generated from the strategically personalized social media 

communication of Swedish party leaders during the election campaign of 2018? 

Regarding the concepts generated from the strategically personalized social media 

communication of Swedish party leaders during the 2018 election campaign, in what ways 

does these concepts contribute theoretically to the area of personalization? 

Regarding the first research question, the findings of the current study indicate that the studied 

party leaders used strategies to mediate a sense of presence and acknowledgement. This could 

entail sharing updates in which they communicated personal presence in relation to 

symbolically important places and activities, as well as expressing gratitude and humility in 

relation to groups or individuals in society. Further on, the findings point to an adoption of 

strategies that portray the party leaders as ordinary people. These portrayals included personal 

characteristics, family life, an active lifestyle and embracing the role of football supporters. 

Moreover, the analytical result indicates that the party leaders employed strategies that unified 

them with the people, emphasizing that they work together with the people as an entity and 

thereby constructing a symbolic bond. The party leaders also involved influencers and 

celebrities in their personalized communication, a practice which can be connected to the 

accumulation of social status. Another adopted strategy related to personal status was to share 

updates that mediated a sense of cultural significance, by embracing the role of authors and 

celebrities.  

Turning to the second and third research questions, which relates to each other, the generated 

concepts are “integrated representative” and “self-elevation”. The former concept refers to 

strategies of enhancing the legitimacy and credibility of politicians as representatives of the 

people. The latter concept concerns the accumulation of personal significance and importance. 

Further on, regarding how these concepts contribute theoretically to the area of 
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personalization, “integrated representative” can be viewed as contributing in terms of 

highlighting the integration of voters in the self-presentations of individual politicians. One 

implication of this can be deemed as the politicians coming across as an integrated part of 

society, while the voters can be regarded as an integrated component of the strategical 

communication. Moreover, concerning the generated concept of “self-elevation”, this 

contributes in the way that it offers a further understanding of the social dimension within 

self-presentation. Individual politicians are likely to benefit strategically by accumulating 

social status, which they are able to do trough the interaction with influencers and celebrities. 

This can be regarded as especially applicable when it comes to younger voters that are 

accustomed to the logics of social media.   
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8. Final discussion 
Addressing the issue of generalization in relation to the analytical results of this study, the 

results connected to the first research question can be considered limited to the empirical 

cases which have been explored. The reason for this is that these cases are unique and have 

been studied within the frames of a certain context, three social media platforms in connection 

with the Swedish parliamentary election. Moreover, the result of the first research question 

can be viewed as descriptive in the sense that it offers an account for how these specific party 

leaders strategically personalized their communication. Thereby, the possibilities of 

generalizing this result to politicians in other contexts are limited. However, regarding the 

result of the second and third research question, this can be deemed as more appropriate in 

terms of transferring it to other contexts. One factor that supports this argument is that the 

generated concepts are relatively abstract in relation to the empirical cases, while also being 

connected to the general notion of image within politics. Nevertheless, a potential limitation 

of these generated concepts is that they are grounded in social media communication, which 

can be implicating difficulties in transferring them to national settings in which social media 

is not an established feature of political campaigns.  

Regarding the aim of contributing theoretically to the area of personalization, the generated 

theory can be considered to contribute with further insight and understanding in relation to the 

strategical communication of party leaders. Although some aspects of the generated concepts 

are comparable to established theory within the area, other aspects differ and offer additional 

nuance and perspective to the relevant field. While prior theories appear to consider the 

practice of “self-presentation” among individual politicians as independent of the voters, the 

generated theory of the current study suggest that voters are integrated into these self-

presentations. If reflecting upon this generated theory, a possible perception of integrated self-

presentations is that the voters become politicized. Since voters are a part of the personalized 

communication of politicians, they can be regarded as an active component of their strategical 

messages. Considering this from an ethical and moral point of view, it can be deemed as 

problematic within an advanced democratic system like the Swedish to systematically use 

voters for strategical purposes. However, a central expectation within the role of a public 

representative is to be visible in society and interact with voters, which can be viewed as 

justifying the mediated realization of this. Furthermore, the generated theory indicates a social 

dimension of “self-presentation” that primarily can be adopted to understand how politicians 

present themselves in order to attract younger voters. Here, the mediation of social 
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significance and status is highlighted. Viewing this in relation to the political culture of 

Sweden, where self-elevation can be viewed as challenging the established norm of individual 

humility before the collective, this can be implying a potential shift towards a political culture 

where the acceptance and employment of self-elevating communication is increasingly 

present.     

Since the results of this study supports the presence of personalized politics as a modern 

phenomenon, it can be useful to reflect upon this from a wider perspective. In a 

comprehensive review of the area “personalization of politics”, Adam and Maier (2010:220) 

critically discuss the “normative standards” of evaluating personalization. When having this 

discussion, the reviewers argue that much of existing research fail to acknowledge that 

personalized politics does not have to implicate a neglection of policy issues. This critique is 

further directed to the ideas of “classic democratic theory”, which essentially concerns the 

notion that citizens should be well informed about policy issues and positions to make rational 

choices. According to advocates of this classic theory, the possibilities for the voters to be 

rational in their decision-making are limited when encountering communication that focus on 

persons instead of issues.  

Adam & Maier (2010:220) criticize this perspective of being too simple and suggest another 

angle, that aspects such as personal traits and competences can work as “informational 

shortcuts”. This refers to the idea that the process of voter decision-making can be complex 

and involve considerations of many different factors, making personally related aspects viable 

as accessible sources of information. Moreover, even though some personal communication 

can come across as non-political, it can represent and symbolize policy positions and thereby 

being politically relevant (Adam & Maier 2010:222). While this reasoning can be regarded as 

plausible, one can further argue that personalization increases the possibilities to attract voters 

who are not politically interested. Adopting the perspective of democratic participation, 

personalized politics can potentially turn previously unknowledgeable voters knowledgeable, 

even though it requires an attraction in the form of personal communication. All in all, 

personalized politics entail potential advantages and disadvantages, inviting democratic 

possibilities and limitations.  

Concerning future research, one focus area could be to examine voter experiences and 

perceptions of personalized political communication. This focus can contribute with further 

knowledge in regard of how personalization affects the trust and legitimacy of the democratic 

system from a citizen point of view. Such studies can also examine if personalized 
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communication potentially intercepts voters who are not politically interested, thereby 

contributing to wider voter participation. By forming a deeper understanding of voter 

opinions, a more comprehensive understanding of personalization can be achieved, since the 

core of this phenomenon is about the interaction of politicians and voters.   
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