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Political campaign communication has become increasingly hybrid and the ability to create
synergies between older and newer media is now a prerequisite for running a successful
campaign. Nevertheless, beyond establishing that parties and individual politicians use
social media to gain visibility in traditional media, not much is known about how political
actors use the hybrid media system in their campaign communication. At the same time,
the personalization of politics, shown to have increased in the media coverage of politics,
has gained little attention in the context of today’s hybrid media environment. In this
research we analyze one aspect of hybrid media campaign communication, political
actors’ use of traditional media in their social media campaign communication. Through a
quantitative content analysis of the Facebook, Twitter and Instagram posts of Finnish
parties and their leaders published during the 2019 Finnish parliamentary elections, we find
that much of this hybridized campaign communication was personalized. In addition, we
show that parties and their leaders used traditional media for multiple purposes, the most
common of which was gaining positive visibility, pointing to strategic considerations. The
results have implications for both the scholarship on hybrid media systems and
personalization of politics.
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INTRODUCTION

The use of social media has become an everyday activity in political campaign communication (Enli,
2017), allowing political actors to bypass traditional media and connect directly with the public
(Larsson and Kalsnes, 2014). Parties and candidates regularly use social media platforms to inform
voters about their strengths and policies and to encourage people to vote, donate, and volunteer for
the campaign (Hixson, 2018). As social media are, by definition, personalized media (Metz et al.,
2020), they also enable relationships between individual candidates and the public (Small, 2017).
This has been argued to increase the personalization of politics (e.g., Enli and Skogerbø, 2013), a
process where individual politicians, their personal lives, and personal characteristics become more
important at the expense of parties and issues (Van Aelst et al., 2012).

According to Chadwick (2013), however, what is interesting is not the use of social media itself but
how it acts as a part of the hybrid media system. In this system, the boundaries between older and
newer media become porous, with actors “creating, tapping and steering information flows” across
and between older and newer media to suit their goals (Chadwick et al., 2016, p. 4). In political
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campaign communication, this manifests in the way that political
actors use social media not only to bypass traditional media but
also to benefit from it, with all traditional campaign events—such
as televised debates, news media, and press conferences—now
“documented, debated and mentioned” on social media (Enli,
2017, p. 51). According to Karlsen et al. (2016), campaigns can
only succeed if they manage to create synergies between social
and traditional media.

Enli andMoe (2013) and Jungherr (2016) have called for more
research on the intermedia activities of political campaigns. So
far, much of this research has focused on analyzing traditional
media and whether political actors’ social media use leads to
visibility in traditional media (e.g., Wells et al., 2016; Francia,
2018; Kruikemeier et al., 2018). The other half of the
equation—or how traditional media influences political actors’
communication in social media—has been largely ignored by
scholars. The synergies between traditional and social media are
acknowledged by most scholars, with Chadwick et al. (2016)
noting that a large portion of the campaign content discussed
online is hybrid, first appearing in television or newspapers before
traveling to social media. Nevertheless, exactly how this happens
and for what purposes have so far gained little scholarly attention.
Equally little is known about how the personalization trend has
been influenced by the emergence of the hybrid media system, as
personalization is still mostly analyzed in the separate contexts of
traditional media or (to a lesser extent) social media (Otto et al.,
2018).

In our research, we contribute to this gap in research. In an
analysis of the hybrid media campaign communication of the
2019 Finnish parliamentary elections, we ask: how and to what
extent did parties and their leaders use traditional media in their
social media campaign communication? Through a quantitative
analysis of the types, functions, and levels of personalization of
traditional media shared, we examine whether political actors’
traditional media sharing appears to be strategic and what
purposes this behavior has. We extend the existing literature
on hybrid media systems by broadening the understanding of
how hybrid media campaign communication can benefit political
actors. Finally, we examine the implications of the hybrid media
system for personalization of politics.

There are two reasons why undertaking such an analysis is
justifiable. First, analyzing the mechanisms of how content
travels on social media is required to understand how news
affects the knowledge, attitudes, and behavior of the public
(Chadwick et al., 2018). This is essential in the case of political
actors who use traditional media content as campaign material
in social media. This content is then often circulated further by
the supporters of the party or the candidate, increasing its
visibility and lifespan (Harder et al., 2016). As the number of
people using social media to find and consume news increases
(Newman et al., 2016), so does the likelihood that the news
they encounter is no longer objective but interpreted to them
through the political actors’ agenda. Second, not all news
sharing is conducive to democracy, as evidenced by the rise
of misinformation, disinformation, and fake news (Chadwick
et al., 2018). For this reason, it is necessary to understand what
kind of traditional media content is shared by political actors

and which objectives are fulfilled with this type of hybrid
media campaign communication.

The research is set in the context of Finland, a parliamentary
democracy with high media consumption (Strandberg and
Carlson, 2021) and social media use in elections by both
candidates and the public (Strandberg and Borg, 2020),
making it an ideal case for our study.

HYBRID MEDIA CAMPAIGN
COMMUNICATION

The rise of digital media has led to a process of change in which
media systems around the world have become increasingly hybrid
(Chadwick, 2013). Chadwick (2013) characterized the hybrid
media system as “built upon interactions among older and
newer media logics—where logics are defined as technologies,
genres, norms, behaviors and organizational forms—in the
reflexively connected fields of media and politics” (p. 4). In
the hybrid media system, different forms of media not only
compete for audiences but also complement, benefit, and learn
from one another. The emergence of the hybrid media system is
visible in the different ways of producing, distributing, and using
news (Klinger and Svensson, 2015) and in intermedia agenda
setting, characterized as instances when the media agenda is
shaped by other media (Sweetser et al., 2008).

In political campaign communication, hybridity manifests
in political actors that operate in hybrid media landscapes,
using traditional media and social media interchangeably for
campaign purposes (Skogerbø and Krumsvik, 2015). The
hybrid media system can shape electoral outcomes by
benefitting parties and candidates who know how to master
the system’s modalities (Chadwick et al., 2016). For instance,
both Barack Obama’s 2008 victory and Donald Trump’s 2016
victory in the United States presidential elections have been
attributed to their successful use of the hybrid media system
(Chadwick, 2013; Francia, 2018).

One of the key aspects of the hybrid media system is the
concept of power (Chadwick, 2013). Therefore, it is not surprising
that much of the research on hybrid media campaign
communication has focused on the power relations between
traditional media and social media. Some examples are
analyses of the agenda-setting power of social media in
relation to traditional media (Conway-Silva et al., 2018;
Seethaler and Melischek, 2019) or the ability of traditionally
powerful or non-powerful political actors in using social media
for gaining visibility in traditional media (Skogerbø and
Krumsvik, 2015; Wells et al., 2016; Kruikemeier et al., 2018).
Additionally, scholars have analyzed the dual screening of
political content, such as televised campaign debates (e.g.,
Hawthorne et al., 2013; Vaccari et al., 2015).

In hybrid media campaign communication, social media can
function as a tool for gaining visibility in traditional media and
influencing the traditional media agenda or for bypassing
traditional media. What has largely been left unconsidered is
the third role of social media—namely, how social media can be
used in sharing traditional media content online and contributing
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to the content’s visibility (Singer, 2014). This is routinely done by
journalists and other media actors who share links to their news
stories on social media in the hopes of attracting more audience
for their content (Ju et al., 2014). However, political actors can
also engage in sharing traditional media content on their social
media accounts (Skogerbø and Krumsvik, 2015) by, for instance,
announcing upcoming media appearances (Hixson, 2018) or
sharing links to mass media content, such as online
newspapers (Baxter and Marcella, 2012; Klinger, 2013).

This type of hybrid media sharing can be beneficial for
political actors for multiple reasons. First, circulating
traditional media content on multiple platforms extends its
lifespan and visibility (Harder et al., 2016). By sharing positive
content on social media, political actors can ensure that it is seen
by as many people as possible. Second, while sharing traditional
media content on social media, political actors can also comment
on the content and give their own ideological slant, thus
influencing how audiences perceive said content. This becomes
visible during, for example, televised debates, when “party
soldiers” mobilize to write on social media to support their
candidates and denounce opponents (Jensen and Schwartz,
2020). Third, information originating from traditional media
sources is typically perceived as more reliable than
information originating from social media (Johnson and Kaye,
2014); thus, sharing this content can act as a form of rhetorical
support and strengthen the social media message (Skogerbø and
Krumsvik, 2015).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Although the fact that political actors engage in sharing
traditional media content on social media has been
acknowledged by scholars (Chadwick et al., 2016), few studies
so far have attempted to quantify this sharing behavior. These
include Klinger. (2013) study on the 2011 Swiss elections, in
which she noted that 13% of parties’ Facebook and Twitter posts
contained mass media references, and Hixson. (2018) analysis of
the tweet functions of the 2016 United States presidential
elections, in which tweets on upcoming media appearances
were a clear minority. Skogerbø and Krumsvik (2015) studied
the intermedia agenda setting between newspapers, Facebook,
and Twitter during the 2011 Norwegian local elections, finding
that 21% of candidates’ social media posts contained links to local
or national media. However, this analysis only calculated
references to newspaper media, and not all media. Therefore,
more information is needed on this aspect of hybrid media
campaign communication. For this reason, our first research
question is as follows:

RQ1. To what extent did parties and their leaders use
traditional media in their social media posts during the 2011
Finnish parliamentary elections?

The use of social media has been argued to increase the
personalization of politics (e.g., Enli and Skogerbø, 2013), a
key concept of mediated political communication.
Personalization describes a process of change in which 1)
individual politicians become more visible in mediated

political communication and 2) there is increased interest in
the personal characteristics and lives of leading politicians in
particular (Van Aelst et al., 2012). For Adam and Maier (2010),
personalization constitutes a process in which individual
politicians become the “main anchor of interpretations and
evaluations in the political process” (p. 213).

Previous research and literature reviews have shown that
media reporting of politics has become more personalized over
time (Karvonen, 2009; Adam and Maier, 2010). However, this
applies only to traditional media, as the personalization of
political communication in the context of social media has not
been systematically studied so far (Rahat and Kenig, 2018),
although individual studies have shown that politicians’ social
media posts also contain personalized elements (e.g., Kruikemeier
et al., 2013; Small, 2017; Bronstein et al., 2018; Rahat and Kenig,
2018; Otto et al., 2018). There is a lack of research analyzing
personalization in the context of hybrid media systems.

It is likely that personalization is also a feature of hybrid media
campaign communication. What is not known is whether
personalization occurring on social media is, first and
foremost, a feature of social media, hybrid media, or both.
Traditional media has an inherent tendency for personalized
reporting (Langer, 2007), and televised events, such as election
debates, emphasize individuals by default (Hayes, 2009). This
means that political actors wishing to share traditional media
content online are likely to come across a large portion of content
that is already personalized, increasing the likelihood of
personalized hybrid media content. On the other hand, the so-
called social media logic also heavily emphasizes the private and
the personal (Enli and Skogerbø, 2013), rewarding politicians for
sharing personal content (Metz et al., 2020). Investigating the
matter extends our understanding of both the hybrid media
system and the personalization of politics. Therefore, we ask:

RQ2. To what extent was the traditional media content about
parties and their leaders shared on social media personalized, and
how did it compare to social media posts that did not contain
traditional media?

New technological developments, such as digital newspapers,
television, and radio programs, allow political actors to share a
wide range of content with a few clicks. However, not much is
known about the types of traditional media content political
actors prefer to use in their social media campaign
communication. In the age of fake news, understanding
political actors’ use of traditional media becomes increasingly
important, as it can have implications on democracy. For
instance, Chadwick et al. (2018) established a link between
sharing tabloid news and democratically dysfunctional
misinformation and disinformation behaviors on Twitter.
Although this study looked at the behavior of the public
instead of political actors, there is no reason to think that
political actors would be exempt from this kind of behavior.

Despite the importance of the topic, a limited number of
studies have analyzed the types of traditional media shared by
political actors. In their study, Skogerbø and Krumsvik (2015)
revealed that candidates in the 2011 Norwegian local elections
were more likely to redistribute content from local than from
national media, showing that local considerations were
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emphasized. It is also likely that television is favored by political
actors, with Chadwick et al. (2016) arguing that the majority of
important campaign events first take place on television before
being distributed to online media. This is likely the case, especially
with Twitter, where political discussions have been shown to
spike during media events, such as televised election debates
(Larsson and Moe, 2012). In addition, the Twitter-specific
practice of dual-screening televised debates (Hawthorne et al.,
2013; Vaccari et al., 2015) may increase shares of televised content
on Twitter. However, it is not known whether this applies to other
platforms as well. Therefore, our third research question is as
follows:

RQ3. What types of traditional media content did parties and
their leaders use in their social media campaign communication?

At its core, political campaign communication is functional in
its nature (Benoit, 2007), with most election campaigns aiming at,
if not winning the election, then at least maximizing the share of
votes (Strömbäck and Kiousis, 2014). This means that all the
resources of a campaign should be dedicated to communicating
with and persuading voters (Hixson, 2018). Therefore, it is also
likely that political actors’ use of the hybrid media system also has
specific functions aimed at persuading voters and gaining votes.

The idea of functionality is perceived differently by different
scholars. According to Benoit. (2007) functional theory of
political campaign discourse, the communicative functions of a
campaign are limited to establishing preferability compared to
other candidates and include three options: a candidate can
display their own strengths, attack the weaknesses of the
opponent(s), or defend themselves against attacks from the
opponent(s). These functions can occur at either the policy or
character level. On the other hand, Hixson (2018) identified a
total of 18 tweet functions in his analysis of the 2016 United States
presidential elections. However, some of these functions were
directed at ensuring the success of a campaign—for example,
asking people to donate money or volunteer—rather than aiming
to establish the preferability of the candidate. This suggests that
compared to more structured forms of campaigning, such as
televised debates or television spots, social media campaign
communication can have multiple functions. Therefore, it is
likely that hybrid media campaign communication would be a
combination of both types of functions.

There is little research on hybrid media campaign
communication from the perspective of functional theory.
Nevertheless, adopting this perspective is useful, as it allows us
to examine how political actors perceive the benefits of using
traditional media in their social media campaign communication.
For this reason, our fourth and final research question is as
follows:

RQ4.What were the functions of the traditional media content
shared by parties and their leaders in their social media campaign
communication?

In this paper, we use the dichotomous terms “social media”
and “traditional media.” Nevertheless, our focus is not on
emphasizing their differences but on analyzing how one is
intertwined with the other in the political campaign
communication of Finnish parties and their leaders as part of
the hybrid media system.

RESEARCH DATA

The research data were collected during the active campaign
period of the 2019 Finnish parliamentary elections (a month-long
period before election day, fromMarch 14 to April 14, 2019) from
the public social media accounts of the nine parties and their
leaders who had formed the parliament in the 2015–2019 term
(listed below in Table 1).

Previous research on political communication in social media
has largely consisted of single-platform studies, which makes it
difficult to draw any conclusions about the use of social media in
general (Nelimarkka et al., 2020). For this reason, our research
data were gathered from three platforms: Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram. These were the three most used platforms by
candidates in the 2019 Finnish parliamentary elections
(Strandberg and Borg, 2020). In these elections, all nine
parties had Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram accounts, and all
nine leaders had a Twitter account. All but one leader had a public
Facebook page, and seven of the nine leaders had a public
Instagram account.

The social media data were extracted using different tools: the
Facebook data for party leaders were gathered using Facepager
(Jünger and Keyling, 2019) and that for parties using NodeXL
(Smith et al., 2010). Instagram data were collected manually using
screenshots. For Twitter, a custom script was developed to access
tweets from the Twitter API. The research data included all public
posts made by parties and their leaders during the month-long
period. In the case of Twitter, retweets and replies were also
included in the data, in addition to the original posts. With
Facebook and Instagram, the research data included only original
posts. External URLs were also included, while private messages
or posts were not collected.

The research data consisted of 4,063 social media posts by
parties and 1,471 social media posts by party leaders. At the time
of the analysis, some of the posts were no longer available or
contained broken hyperlinks; these were excluded from the data.
These figures were small: 73 posts by parties (1.80% of all posts)
and 63 posts by party leaders (4.28% of all posts). The final dataset
consisted of 3,990 posts by parties (2,557 Twitter posts, 1,139
Facebook posts, and 294 Instagram posts) and 1,408 posts by
party leaders (878 Twitter posts, 393 Facebook posts, and 137
Instagram posts).

ANALYSIS

The data were analyzed using quantitative content analysis,
which is especially suitable for the analysis of different political
messages (Benoit, 2011). We adopted a single social media post
as the unit of analysis. For Facebook and Twitter, our analysis
focused on text and any possible hyperlinks, while for
Instagram, also images were analyzed, as they are central to
the platform’s logic.

The analysis consisted of several phases. We first categorized
all posts based on whether they included traditional media. A post
was defined to include traditional media if: 1) the post contained a
hyperlink leading to an external traditional media outlet, 2) the
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post contained explicit reference(s) to traditional media content,
such as a direct quote by a party leader during a televised election
debate, or 3) the post urged audiences to view specific traditional
media content, (e.g., televised debate.)

We next categorized all posts as personalized or not
personalized. The concept of personalization consists of three
aspects: 1) the visibility of politicians, 2) the visibility of
politicians’ personal characteristic, and 3) the visibility of
politicians’ private lives. The visibility of politicians can be
studied by counting the number of items mentioning at least
one politician. (Van Aelst et al., 2012). Therefore, a post was
categorized as personalized if: 1) the post or shared media
referenced a politician by name, 2) the post was written by a
politician who spoke in the first person, or 3) the post or media
shared contained information about a politician’s personal
characteristics or private life. After categorizing all posts in
this way, we compared the personalization levels of posts
containing traditional media shares with posts that did not
contain traditional media.

In the third phase, we took the social media posts containing
traditional media shares and categorized them based on the types
of traditional media shared. Our definition of traditional media
included different types of newspapers (both websites and print
versions), television (both linear and streaming services), radio
(both digital and streaming services), digital media (news
platforms without a print presence), and partisan media, such
as party newspapers. Websites and blogs were not classified as
traditional media. In individual cases, several types of traditional
media were shared in one post; in these situations, the item was
categorized once into each of the applicable categories.

Finally, we determined the functions of the social media posts
that contained traditional media shares and compared them to
the functions of the posts that did not contain traditional media.
The basis of this part of the analysis was formed by Benoit. (2007)
functional theory of campaign discourse, which argues that
election candidates use three functions—acclaims, attacks, and
defenses—to appear preferable to other candidates. The
applicability of functional theory to Finnish political culture
has been criticized in the past, as Finnish political discussions
include elements that do not belong to any of these categories
(Isotalus, 2011; Paatelainen et al., 2016). Therefore, additional
categories were created inductively during the analysis process
through a close reading of the data.

This resulted in seven functions: 1) acclaims (stressing the
candidate’s advantages or strengths), 2) attacks (attacking or
criticizing the opponents), 3) defenses (refuting an attack by
opponents), 4) added visibility (encouraging the reader to learn
more about the candidate outside social media), 5) media
criticism (criticizing the accuracy and objectivity of traditional
media, allowing the candidate to challenge their media portrayal),
6) political analysis (showing the expertise, knowledge, and
empathy of the candidate), and 7) other or unclear. The last
category included posts where miscellaneous greetings, jokes and
messages with no apparent purpose were presented.

When determining the function of a post, both its content and
that of the traditional media shared were considered. For
example, a newspaper article that was neutral in tone was
categorized as an acclaim if it was used for that purpose in a
social media post by a party leader. Similarly, a newspaper article
criticizing one party leader or party was categorized as an attack,
even if it was not accompanied by any comments when shared on
social media. Posts with multiple functions were categorized
according to the most prevalent function.

RESULTS

Traditional Media Shares
We first asked to what extent parties and their leaders utilized
traditional media in their social media posts. The results showed
that traditional media shares formed a significant portion of
parties’ and their leaders’ social media campaign communication.
Out of the 3,990 social media posts published by parties, 1,755
posts (44%) contained references to traditional media. On the
other hand, the party leaders published 1,408 social media posts
altogether, of which 467 posts (33.2%) included traditional media
material. Traditional media were shared on all three platforms
(Table 2).

TABLE 1 | Finnish parties and party leaders in the 2015–2019 parliamentary term.

Party Party leader Government/opposition (2015–2019)

Centre Party Juha Sipilä Government
National Coalition Party Petteri Orpo Government
Blue Reform Sampo Terho Government (2017–2019)
Finns Party Jussi Halla-aho Government (2015–2017)

Opposition (2017–2019)
Social Democratic Party Antti Rinne Opposition
Green League Pekka Haavisto Opposition
Left Alliance Li Andersson Opposition
Christian Democrats Sari Essayah Opposition
Swedish People’s Party Anna-Maja Henriksson Opposition

TABLE 2 | Traditional media shares on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.

Facebook Twitter Instagram

N % n % N %
Parties 497 43.6% 1.214 47.5% 44 17.6%
Party leaders 134 34.1% 316 36% 17 12.4%
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Of the three social media platforms, Twitter registered the
highest percentage of traditional media shared, followed by
Facebook, and finally Instagram, where the portion of shared
material was the lowest. Parties shared traditional media more
often than party leaders.

Personalization
Second, we asked to what extent traditional media shares were
personalized and how this compared to the social media posts
that did not contain traditional media. The nine parties published
3,990 social media posts altogether, of which 2,573 posts (64.5%)
were personalized. The party leaders published 1,408 posts in
total, of which 902 posts (64.1%) were personalized. The social
media posts containing traditional media were more personalized
than those without traditional media (Table 3). The differences
between the two types of posts were statistically significant: χ2 (df
� 1) � 24.04, p < 0.0001 (party leaders’ posts) and χ2 (df � 1) �
134.11, p < 0.0001 (parties’ posts).

Over four fifths of the parties’ and leaders’ posts that contained
traditional media were personalized, while the corresponding
figure for social media posts without traditional media was closer
to half of all posts. There were differences between the social
media platforms, as outlined in Table 4.

For both parties and their leaders, Instagram contained the
highest percentage of personalized posts, even if the posts did not
include traditional media material. In the case of parties, Twitter

posts were more personalized than Facebook posts regardless of
traditional media material shared. Party leaders’ Facebook posts
were more personalized than Twitter posts.

Types of Traditional Media Shared
Our third research question concerned the types of traditional
media shared. The analysis showed that parties and their leaders
utilized a wide range of traditional media in their social media
posts, as presented in Table 5.

Television was the most shared type of traditional media for
both parties (50.3% of all media shares) and their leaders (39% of

all media shares). After television, parties most often shared
content from partisan media (16.5% of all media shares),
followed by newspapers (16.4%) and digital media (7.9%). For
party leaders, newspapers (23.1%) and digital media (13.5%) were
more popular than partisan media (12.4%). For both parties and
their leaders, afternoon papers and radio were the least referenced
types of traditional media.

A closer look at the three social media platforms revealed some
differences. Television was the most often shared media type for
parties in the case of Twitter (61.3%) and Instagram (79.6%) but
not on Facebook, which fell second to partisan media outlets
(29.2–22.7%) and where the types of media shared were divided
more evenly. In the case of party leaders, television was the most
popular type of traditional media shared on all three platforms.
However, the percentage of television content shared was highest
on Instagram (70.6%), while on the other two platforms, the types
of traditional media party leaders shared were divided more
evenly (37.4% on Facebook and 38% on Instagram). Facebook
was the only platform where both digital media (19.4%) and
afternoon papers (19.4%) were more popular than
newspapers (18.7%).

Functions of Traditional Media Shares
Finally, our fourth question concerned the functions of
traditional media shared by parties and their leaders in their
social media posts and how these compared to the functions of

TABLE 3 | Personalization of social media posts with and without traditional media.

Personalized posts containing traditional
media

Personalized posts without traditional
media

N % n %
Parties 1,506 85.8% 1,067 47.68%
Party leaders 381 81.6% 521 53.1%

TABLE 4 | Personalization of social media posts on Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram (with and without traditional media).

Facebook Twitter Instagram

n % N % n %

Parties
With traditional media 383 77.1 1,083 89.1 41 93.2
Without traditional media 304 46.2 643 47.9 120 48

Party leaders
With traditional media 121 90.3 243 76.9 17 100
Without traditional media 185 64.7 226 39.3 110 91.67

TABLE 5 | Types of traditional media shared in the social media posts of parties and leaders.

Newspapers Afternoon
papers

Television Radio Digital media Partisan media

n % n % n % n % n % n %

Parties 288 16.4 131 7.5 892 50.3 35 2 139 7.9 289 16.5
Party leaders 108 23.1 52 11.1 182 39 18 3.9 63 13.5 58 12.4

Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org January 2022 | Volume 6 | Article 8172856

Paatelainen et al. Functions of Hybrid Media

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#articles


social media posts without traditional media. The results of this
analysis are presented in Table 6.

In the case of parties, the most common function of posts
containing traditional media was acclaims (35.6%), followed by
added visibility (32%) and political analysis (17.4%). Acclaims
(34.3%) and added visibility (28.4) were also the two largest
categories in the party posts that did not contain traditional
media, but instead of political analysis, the third largest category
was other or unclear (18.1%). Attacks were more common in party
posts containing traditional media (12.7%) than in those without
traditional media (4.7%). Defenses and media criticism were both
rare, regardless of whether the parties’ posts shared traditional media
content or not. There was a statistically significant difference
between the parties’ posts that contained traditional media and
those that did not: χ2 (df � 6) � 331.03, p < 0.0001.

As for party leaders, the most common function of posts
containing traditional media content was added visibility
(34.9%), followed by acclaims (26.1%) and attacks and
political analysis (both 11.1% of the posts that contained
traditional media). The most common function of the party
leader’s posts that did not contain traditional media was
added visibility (29.9%), followed by other or unclear (29.4%)
and acclaims (21.6%). There were again significantly fewer attacks
(4.1%) in the party leader posts that did not contain traditional
media compared to the party leader’s posts that did. Defenses and
media criticism were again rare, regardless of whether the party
leader’s posts contained traditional media or not. There was a
statistically significant difference between the party leaders’ posts
that contained traditional media and those that did not: χ2 (df �
6) � 160.53, p < 0.0001.

There were no significant differences between the three social
media platforms.

DISCUSSION

Previous research has shown that traditional media also retains its
agenda-setting power in the hybrid media system, determining
which topics are brought up and discussed on social media (e.g.,
Harder et al., 2016; Langer and Gruber, 2021). Our results are in
line with this research, as the analysis performed here shows that
traditional media content formed a significant portion of the
social media campaign communication of parties and their

leaders during the 2019 Finnish parliamentary elections.
Parties and their leaders commented on news,
encouraged their audience to consume traditional media
content, live-tweeted election debates, and shared links to
party leaders’ interviews. This aligns with the suggestion of
Chadwick et al. (2016), who argued that “much of the
campaign communication discussed online is hybrid, initially
beginning life on television or in the press and then travelling
across online media through campaign promotion and/or citizen
discussion” (p. 4).

Our results indicate that parties’ and their leaders’ use of
traditional media in their social media campaign communication
was, to at least some extent, strategic. This became visible in the
differences between the three social media platforms, suggesting
that the affordances and genres of the platforms were considered
when choosing to share certain types of traditional media content
(for an overview of the genres and affordances of social media
platforms, see Kreiss et al., 2018). The types of traditional media
shared were also chosen strategically. The type of media that was
most often shared was television, which is also often regarded as
the most influential media in political campaign communication
(Jensen and Schwartz, 2020). By encouraging the audience to
watch televised debates and interviews and by sharing soundbites
from these interviews, parties and their leaders can harness the
power of television on social media. Equally significant was what
was not shared. Although afternoon papers actively write about
politics, it was rare for parties and their leaders to share content
from these papers on their social media, suggesting that they
perceived other kinds of content as more useful for their ethos
building. Finally, the functions of traditional media shares also
point to strategic considerations. Added visibility and acclaims
were the two most common functions of posts containing
traditional media, demonstrating that the primary purpose of
hybrid media campaign posts was to provide positive visibility
and publicity to individual politicians.

Our results also provide a new understanding of the concept of
personalization of politics. The use of social media in political
communication has been argued to increase the personalization of
politics, as social media logic favors personal connections and
personal stories (e.g., Enli and Skogerbø, 2013). In our analysis,
however, we concluded that social media posts containing traditional
media were more personalized than posts not including traditional
media, suggesting that it may be more appropriate to speak of hybrid

TABLE 6 | The functions of social media posts with and without traditional media shares.

Acclaims Attacks Defenses Added visibility Media criticism Current speech Other/unclear

Parties
With Traditional Media n � 625

35.6%
n � 223
12.7%

n � 12
0.7%

n � 562
32%

n � 21
1.2%

n � 305
17.4%

n � 46
2.6%

Without Traditional Media n � 779
34.3%

n � 106
4.7%

n � 19
0.9%

n � 638
28.4%

n � 3
0.1%

n � 254
11.3%

n � 406
18.1%

Party Leaders
With Traditional Media n � 122

26.1%
n � 58
11.1%

n � 9
1.9%

n � 184
34.9%

n � 16
3.4%

n � 52
11.1%

n � 16
3.4%

Without Traditional Media n � 212
21.6%

n � 40
4.1%

n � 20
2%

n � 293
29.9%

n � 7
0.7%

n � 108
11%

n � 288
29.4%
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media personalization rather than social media personalization.
Therefore, traditional media does not only influence the topics
that are discussed online but also how and through which
perspective they are discussed. On the other hand, the fact that
most of the traditional media content shared was personalized also
suggests that this kind of hybrid media campaign communication
was perceived first and foremost as a tool for providing added positive
visibility to candidates, again implying strategic considerations.

We have also shown that traditional media shares have many
functions in the social media campaign communication of parties
and their leaders, the most common of which are added visibility
and acclaims. However, these were also two of the most common
functions of social media posts that did not contain traditional
media, which tells us that the parties and their leaders perceived
social media as suitable platforms for this type of campaign
communication in general. Nevertheless, using traditional
media for acclaiming can act as a form of rhetorical support,
as on social media, it can be more credible to share praise written
by others instead of praising oneself (Malhotra and Malhotra,
2016). Therefore, sharing positive evaluations written by
seemingly objective journalists can help parties and their
leaders establish preferability on social media. Similarly, using
traditional media content to attack opponents may be an effective
strategy in election campaign communication, as, according to
previous research, using a surrogate to attack opponents may help
protect the candidate from the voter backlash linked to perceived
mudslinging (Benoit, 2007). It is likely that this was
acknowledged by the parties and their leaders, as the social
media posts with traditional media contained more attacks
than the posts without traditional media.

Benoit. (2007) functional theory of political campaign
discourse formed the basis for our functional analysis.
Previously, the theory was applied in the analysis of the 2006
(Isotalus, 2011) and 2012 Finnish presidential debates
(Paatelainen et al., 2016). In this study, we applied a modified
version of the theory, which included only the main
communicative functions and disregarded the subcategories of
policy and character. As with previous studies on Finnish
presidential elections, the results showed that not all parties’
and their leaders’ social media posts fit the categories of
functional theory. The previous studies have suggested that the
functions of Finnish campaign discourse should also include an
analysis of the current situation, in which the candidates attempt
to position themselves as experts (Isotalus, 2011; Paatelainen
et al., 2016). The same function could be identified here,
supporting the argument that these expressions of expertise
are indeed a function of Finnish political campaign discourse.
Moreover, while a large percentage of the functions connected to
establishing preferability, our results showed that the hybrid
media campaign communication of parties and their leaders
also had other functions, such as increasing the candidates’
visibility or functions related to making the campaign a
success (Hixson, 2018).

As with all studies, ours has certain limitations. First, the
analysis focused only on parties and their leaders; including a
larger number of candidates may have influenced the results.
Second, the research data were collected during a month-long
period before the parliamentary elections; it is possible that
traditional media is utilized differently outside of the active
campaign period. Third, our decision to adopt a single post as
the unit of analysis may have impacted the results, as especially
long Facebook or Instagram posts may have served multiple
functions and included both personalized and non-personalized
elements.

Overall, the results show that parties and their leaders in
Finland actively use hybrid media systems to their advantage to
produce added visibility and establish preferability in relation to
opponents. Their use of hybrid media is highly personalized,
suggesting the existence of hybrid personalization.

Although this research was set in the Finnish context, thus
providing specific results on the Finnish campaign
communication environment, these results may also apply to
other national contexts. Yet, this requires more research in
different contexts and elections. So far, research on political
communication in hybrid media systems has largely been
focused on how politicians can use social media in order to
gain traditional media visibility; our research broadens existing
knowledge on the hybrid media system by showing how
politicians utilize it beyond gaining traditional media visibility.
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