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Abstract: For more than a decade scholars have shown interest in politicians uses of the 
Internet. In this reflection paper we have gauged literature on this topic and have identified 
two research opportunities for interested scholars. First, research should move beyond 
dichotomization such as conceiving of the Internet as either revolutionary or normalizing. 
Secondly, scholars within the field should contribute to the arguably limited knowledge base on 
online practices of politicians at regional and local levels. With these two recommendations we 
argue that the research field would move forward and generate new and interesting results.
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While several variables certainly come into play when researching the electoral performance of 
politicians, the role of communication technology cannot be easily overlooked (Gibson, Lusoli & 
Ward, 2008: 15). Specifically, it is hard to imagine the key political activity of campaigning without 
also conjuring up images of such technologies and the parts they have played. As the bulk of research 
on these matters has largely emanated US electoral contexts, examples of techno-political processes 
from that particular environment are abundant, serving as sources of inspiration in other regions. 
Indeed, research has suggested that as former US presidents like Thomas Jefferson made successful 
employment of the printed press, Roosevelt made use of his “great radio voice” (Foot & Schneider, 
2006: 7) during his famed fireside chats, and Kennedy played on his understanding of the television 
medium. Since the mid-1990s, the advent and spread of the Internet has “vexed academics and 
commentators” (Wright, 2011: 245) regarding its potential for politicians (e.g. Blumler & Kavanagh, 
1999; Chadwick, 2006; Stromer-Galley, 2000; Vaccari, 2008a). 

Indeed, while many such early scholarly exertions seemed to build on a classical effect studies 
rationale that “the Internet has the capacity to […] reshape political communication and 
campaigning” (Lilleker & Malagón, 2010: 25), most empirical efforts would largely come up with 
results suggesting more of a status quo than anything else (e.g. Larsson, 2013). The more recent 
emergence of the Web 2.0 rationale for web publishing, harnessing design values such as “user 
participation, openness and network effects” (O’Reilly, 2005) has, however, yet again raised interest in 
the potential for the Internet to act as a “magic elixir” (Stromer-Galley, 2000: 113) for political 
purposes. As technological developments like the supposed shift from Web 1.0 to 2.0 are almost 
universally greeted with ”predictions of […] revolutionary potential” (Jackson & Lilleker, 2009: 233), 



we should be somewhat wary of this hype. Nevertheless, the employment of what has been loosely 
described as the “more human aspects of interactivity on the Web” (Barsky, 2006: 33) has apparently 
been successful in certain political campaigning efforts, such as the much-publicized 2008 Obama 
campaign for the US presidency (e.g. Costa, 2009; Montero, 2009: 30).

This reflection paper gauges the literature on use of the Internet at the hands of politicians, 
identifying a series of research opportunities and recommendations for interested scholars. As similar 
reviews of the literature have been performed looking into topics such as online political conversation 
(Wright, 2011) online journalism (Mitchelstein & Boczkowski, 2010), virtual communities (Hercheui, 
2011) and blogging (Larsson and Hrastinski, 2011; Svensson, 2011), a comparable review focused on 
how politicians make use of their Internet presences should be of interest to researchers as well as 
practitioners. Specifically, the paper identifies two opportunities for future research efforts.

1. Two Opportunities for Researching Politicians Online

In the following, we outline what we consider are two of the most pertinent opportunities for scholars 
interested in studying how political actors make use of various web based tools and platforms. As will 
be made evident throughout our description of the two opportunities, we base our case on deficiencies 
identified and suggestions made by previous research. Each of the identified challenges are 
complemented with suggestions regarding their practical implications in research settings. 

1.1. Research should move beyond dichotomization

While the broader field of political communication is home to a great many subfields, altogether making 
up for something akin to what Whitley (2000) has labeled a fragmented adhocracy, there are 
unquestionably concepts, methods and theories that gives the field a certain amount of coherency. This 
is also the case in the subfield of e-campaigning dealt with here. Specifically, the argument is made that 
the introduction of the Internet has led to two overarching perspectives or hypotheses regarding its role 
for political communication.

Ever since the rise of the in the 1990s, researchers have taken an interest in the utilization of the 
online at the hands of politicians. While early efforts – especially those with a more conceptual or 
theoretical focus – generally suggested a more positive take on the influences of the Internet on 
communication efforts by politicians, the bulk of later, more empirically oriented studies have 
conversely proposed what could be seen a more negative stance towards these developments. For 
example, early work discussed the Internet in terms of its potential for ushering in an era of 
“informational democracy” (Castells, 1996) through the employment of “phase 3” (Farrell & Webb, 
2000), “post-Fordist” (Denver & Hands, 2002), “postmodern” (Norris, 2000) or 
“professionalized” (Gibson & Römmele, 2001) modes of campaigning. While these specific terms differ 
somewhat in scope and consequence, they all denote the idea of a sea change brought forward by the 
Internet in the way communicative efforts are shaped at the hands of politicians (e.g. Castells, 2001) – 
allowing for, among other things, increased conversation and dialogue between politicians and their 
respective electorates (e.g. Coleman, 2005). 

In contrast, later scholarly work has more clearly emphasized empirical work looking into these 
matters, more often than not coming to more negative conclusions. What is often referred to as the 
normalization hypothesis has been corroborated in a number of studies (see Lilleker, et al., 2011 for a 
comprehensive overview). This suggests that offline structures of political, economic and other sources 
of power are mirrored also in the online, allowing for established patterns of campaigning to shape the 
online counterparts as well. Over time, this cross-perspective approach of more positive to more 
negative approaches have led researchers to the adoption of one or more dichotomies, if not in their 



conclusions, often as a starting point for their inquiry and through which they interpret their findings.  
More recent empirical inquiry has suggested a third, middle-ground alternative, suggesting a position 

somewhere between the positive and the negative takes outlined above. As labeled by Lilleker et al .
(2011), “the ebb and flow thesis” (p. 197) proposes that a dichotomization of perspectives when dealing 
with these matters can only take scholarly efforts to a certain point. Similarly conceptualizations of a 
Web 1.5 have started to emerge in order to further describe a midway between more positive and more 
negative takes (Jackson & Lilleker, 2009; Larsson, 2013). 

Indeed, pairings like these, and their continued use in research, can be seen as indicative of what 
Kuhn (1962) labeled as a phase of “normal science” – wherein the here described dichotomized 
paradigm engages scholars in “mopping-up operations”, keeping the paradigm tidy and leaving those 
views “that will not fit the box […] not seen at all” (p. 24). Though the suggestion for political 
communication researchers to abandon aforementioned dichotomous perspective might not constitute 
“tradition-shattering complements to the tradition-bound activity of normal science” (ibid.: 6), the more 
recent middle-ground findings suggest that a search for new interpretative perspectives when assessing 
the online activities of politicians could be of use. As such, perhaps it is time to abandon our collective 
attempts at “measur[ing] whether the Internet is revolutionizing politics” (Wright, 2011: 248) and 
instead approach these developments as ongoing processes of evolution – as “the longue dureé of social 
institutions” (Larsson, 2013) such as those under discussion here.

1.2. Research should focus on the local and regional level of study 

Researchers often distinguish between scholarly work as being situated on distinctive levels of analysis, 
identifying units of observations accordingly. Studies at the level of individual country systems 
generally provide comparative analyses of political communication practices in two or more nation 
states, considering similarities and differences between the countries selected for analysis and presenting 
and discussing their results correspondingly. For example, Hara & Jo (2007) considered the uses of 
online practices like fundraising, civic participation and e-mobilization during presidential campaigns in 
the USA and South Korea (taking place in 2000 and 2002, respectively). The results from the cross-
country comparison suggested that minority presidential candidates in both countries appeared more 
adamant in employing the web for the above mentioned purposes, especially when it comes to 
fundraising opportunities. As such, the results clearly relate to a minority of studies adhering to the 
previously mentioned equalization effect – suggesting that minor parties would make more extensive 
use of the Internet and its potential for voter engagement, effectively moving beyond the early 
definitions of political web use as “electronic brochures” (Kamarck, 1999: 108) or “campaign 
gimmicks” (Lilleker & Malagón, 2010: 26). While relatively early studies such as the previously 
mentioned, one tends to find minor parties as having the upper hand when it comes to employment of 
the web to a fuller extent (e.g. Schweitzer, 2005), the bulk of research has found major parties to 
generally be more proficient online. As such, more recent research efforts has generally found major 
parties to dominate when it comes to the utilization of the online. Indeed, in their “search for a 
European model of web campaigning”, Lilleker et al. (2011) compared web use practices by parties in 
a series of European countries, finding that “parties offering the most innovative websites have the 
greatest resources at their disposal” (p. 205). 

While the comparative design often obvious in studies at the level of individual country systems 
arguably is very constructive (e.g. Ragin, 1987), the bulk of studies of online political communication 
at the hands of politicians available have been performed as case studies focused on how the practices 
placed under scrutiny here are played out in specific countries. While many such studies focus on US 
elections (Schneider & Foot, 2002; Smith, 2009; Stromer-Galley, 2000; Vaccari, 2008a), a number of 
studies are available that look into party practices in a series of other countries. Adopting somewhat 



different approaches to study the 2007 French election campaign, Vaccari (2008b) and Lilleker & 
Malagón (2010) nevertheless came to similar conclusions – in general, finding significant gaps between 
large and small parties in respect to more innovative online practices, as well as substantiating the low 
degree to which those features are generally used. Employing a longitudinal approach, Schweitzer has 
studied the online activity of German parties during a series of elections in a series of studies (see for 
example Schweitzer, 2005; Schweitzer, 2011). Basing her analyses on various appropriations of the 
content analysis method, the overall results fall in line with the aforementioned normalization 
hypothesis, largely defying the “public and scientific hopes that have been placed on the democratic 
potential of the Internet” (Schweitzer, 2011: 324).  

While longitudinal and comparative approaches such as the ones presented above are important in 
advancing our understanding of online political communication, we suggest that the relative dearth of 
studies on regional and local levels should be taken into account. While the aforementioned 
normalization hypothesis has been strengthened through a series of studies on the national level of 
politics, the knowledge base when it comes the online practices of politicians at the regional or local 
level is arguably more limited. As many of the studies focused on the local or regional level 
predominately deal with what could be described as administrative issues – such as usability (e.g. Baker, 
2007) or accessibility (e.g. Evans-Cowley, 2006; Kopackova, Michalek & Cejna, 2010) – the 
suggestion is made here for researchers to complement “the managerial bias of e-
government” (Chadwick, 2003: 450) with a focus on the more communicative aspects of local level 
political work. While interesting work dealing with these issues is certainly available (Gibson, Lusoli & 
Ward, 2008; Svensson, 2012), we argue that more insights are needed into local level practices – 
especially in times of voter alienation (Borge, Colombo & Welp, 2009; Haug, 2008), and especially 
since “smaller, incremental changes […] can occur (often at the periphery)” (Wright, 2011: 252).

2. Summary

 As we have reflected upon here, most studies have revealed that the effect of the Internet on electoral 
participation, opinion formation and established geometries of power is rather small. Nevertheless, the 
Internet in general, and social media applications in particular, appear to be increasingly used by 
politicians when campaigning. Such technologies are also discussed as potentially powerful 
campaigning tools by researchers in the field. Part of the explanation for this attention to the online 
realm within the field of political communication, is that its emergence and rise coincided with less civic 
participation and growing dissatisfaction with the processes and people of representative democracy 
(Coleman & Blumler, 2009: 143). While many studies seem to underline “politics as usual”, we as 
researchers continuous to be fascinated by the Internet and how it is/ can be used by politicians. We 
sense that there is something going on and changing when bringing campaigning to the online realm. 
However, our analyses and study designs somewhat fail to account for this. While the studies referred to 
in this paper certainly have been informative and enlightening, we suggest a move forward by 
encouraging scholars to look beyond dichotomies and devote more attention to case studies on more 
local and regional levels. While we perhaps should not expect revolutionary changes (see Wright, 
2011), we still consider that research into politicians online to be important and timely.  
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