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This paper delves into the concept of digital leadership in contemporary democracies, 
considering the impact of the digital age on politics and, consequently, on political 
leadership. In our view, with the spread of radio stations first, then televisions, and 
finally the web, leadership has evolved through three great stages: broadcast, telegenic 
and digital. The web, and social media in special, have reshaped democracies 
and political interactions both at macro, meso, and micro levels. With Obama as 
forefather and across different political ideologies, a new generation of politicians 
as Beppe Grillo, Justin Trudeau, Giorgia Meloni or Sanna Marin, among others, 
shows how leaders are adapting to a highly digitalized political environment. 
As we understand it, leaders with good digital media abilities need to excel in 
three skills –presence, interaction and engagement– and would have two main 
attributes: reliability and relatability. We also consider that the digitalization of 
leadership deepens the personalization and presidentialization phenomena in 
politics and under certain circumstances may provide cases of so-called hyper-
leadership more frequently.
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1 Introduction

The concept of leadership is traditionally related to other notions like sovereignty, ruling, 
representation, or authority. First records of theory about political leadership are attributed to 
the idea of philosopher-guardian of Plato and the prudent statesman of Aristotle, during the 
Ancient Greece. Closer to our time, Max Weber configured the theory of the charismatic 
authority as a way of leadership which drives to the dominance of the mass, devoted to leaders 
with –perceived– singular and extraordinary abilities (Weber, 1978). There is, therefore, a long 
path of leadership theory up to nowadays, both from normative and empirical approaches (see 
Keohane, 2010), which allows us to appreciate the phenomenon’s relevance in history and its 
permanent role in the configuration of power dynamics. The research on leadership is an 
interdisciplinary endeavor with different schools of thought focusing on different aspects of 
leadership (Antonakis and Day, 2018 for an overview). Although we do not strictly relate to 
one single school of leadership research, our understanding mostly resonates with (a) the 
contextual school of leadership which describes leadership in connection with the specific 
environment, in our case the respective societal and media environment. Yet, there are also 
common grounds with (b) the relational school of leadership, focusing on leader-follower 
relationships and the (c) traits-oriented school where certain traits from leaders are correlated 
with emergence and performance.

The empirical study of political leadership in the field of social sciences is based on the 
consideration of multiple psycho-social and complex interactions between leaders, supporters, 
rivals, and their environment. Some of the seminal research has been oriented to find out the 
impact of political leadership on electoral behavior (Lasswell Harold, 1936; Lazarsfeld et al., 
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1948; Paige, 1977; Popkin, 1991) whereas other authors have 
developed different typologies and models of political leadership styles 
(Barber, 1977; Blondel, 1987; Burns, 1977; Hargrove, 1966; Kann, 
1979). Overall, the subject of political leadership has kept a prominent 
relevance within the scholarly literature since the past century, being 
linked closely to other topics as the personalization of politics, 
populism, and polarization during recent years.

Leadership as a phenomenon of human interaction has 
experienced the need of adapting to many different circumstances and 
prevailing multiple social trends, within both authoritarian and 
democratic societies. It can be distinguished from other associated 
concepts like power and management and can be understood as “a 
formal or informal contextually rooted and goal-influencing process that 
occurs between a leader and a follower, groups of followers, or 
institutions” (Antonakis and Day, 2018: 5). Indeed, different political 
periods and contexts  –like wars, conflicts, and crises but also 
prosperity and progress– have shaped distinct kinds of leadership 
styles. In this contribution, we will focus on democratic leadership, as 
our interest lies on the implications of the digitalization of leadership 
in parallel to the digitalization of politics across democratic systems, 
even when they are in some sort of crisis that may decreases 
temporarily their levels of democratic performance, but with enough 
civil rights and guarantees, and a free use of internet.1

During the last two decades, the emergence of the digital age has 
transformed many facets of our societies (Montgomery, 2007; Vaccari, 
2013), including our concepts of leadership. Hence, this paper aims, 
firstly, to update the theory of political leadership, considering the 
impact of digital transformations towards what we could define as 
digital political leadership. Secondly, we compare the main features of 
leadership during the ages of radio, television, and the web, suggesting 
the accurate skills for successful leadership in politics nowadays. The 
last section of the paper provides a discussion of our frame for digital 
leadership as a new stage of political leadership.

2 The precedents: from the broadcast 
leadership to the telegenic leadership

From the advent of newspapers onward, media have re-shaped the 
way of doing and understanding politics (Chafee and Kanihan, 1997; 
Prior, 2005; Scannell, 1996; Washbourne, 2010). Already Tocqueville 
noted: “only a newspaper can succeed in putting the same thought in 
a thousand minds at the same instant” (Tocqueville, 2010: 906). 
We can recognize a historical path of political leadership in relation to 
the spreading of any new mass media since the early 20th century and 
the proliferation of radio stations, followed by television and, finally, 
the web. Despite some limitations, this umbrella approach –compatible 
with existing typologies– allows us considering important (desirable) 
common features of political leadership of each stage in recent history, 
leading us to the present of the digital political leadership, in which 
resides our interest. To illustrate features of leadership emerging over 

1 For the relationship between digitalisation and authoritarian leaderships 

see the recent work of Kendall-Taylor et  al. (2020) and Schlumberger 

et al. (2023).

time, we will briefly summarize important developments in media 
systems in connection to political leadership.

Starting with the appearance of radio stations during the 1920s, 
they soon demanded for new skills from politicians who were only 
experienced in face-to-face events, the parliamentary activity and in 
the battle with the press journalists. From then on, politicians needed 
to become broadcast leaders in order to be successful. Probably, the 
main example of that is the American “radio president”, Frank 
D. Roosevelt, as remarked by Brown (2004: 9), “by the time of his death 
in April 1945, FDR had exploited the advantages of broadcasting so 
successfully that he was able to radically reshape the political, economic 
and social structure of the nation through the New Deal; to adequately 
prepare his nation for war, and to become the longest serving chief 
executive in American history.” This case reveals the great potential of 
radio broadcasting for political leaders in terms of range and impact 
since the early 20th century, especially while facing crises 
and challenges.

Radio broadcasting would be used quite frequently by other rulers 
like Manuel Azaña during the II Republic and the Civil War in Spain 
(Beevor, 2006) or by Winston Churchill in the United  Kingdom 
during World War II (Toye, 2013). Even decades later the use of the 
radio would be crucial, as it is even recalled nowadays the last radio 
speech of Salvador Allende during the military putsch in Chile in 1973 
which preceded his own death and the start of Pinochet’s dictatorship 
(Guardiola-Rivera, 2013). These leaders, among others, shown great 
rhetorical ability for oratory, argument, or persuasion, in accordance 
with the possibilities offered by radio broadcasting to make their 
messages effective (Lawton, 1930). And, as pointed out by Risso 
(2013), the radio still played an essential role during all the Cold War 
period, permeating both sides of the Iron Curtain.

Nevertheless, the unprecedented revolution in political 
communication was encountered through television, beginning in the 
1960s. On this new terrain, J. F. Kennedy was the first politician 
mastering his presence on TV and gaining politically from his media 
appearances (Watson, 1994). In Europe, German chancellor Helmut 
Schmidt was another excellent communicator in front of cameras, 
despite his concern about the growing influence of TV in daily politics 
that led to his recommendation every family should switch off their 
televisions one day a week (Birkner, 2015). Indeed, television opened 
a new full scope for general entertainment based on leaders’ personal 
time, meaning a turning point in politics. As highlighted, “the 
politicians’ instrumental use of their private lives for campaign purposes 
has tempted the media to push further the boundaries of what is 
acceptable coverage” (Holtz-Bacha, 2004: 51). This trend concerns 
parliamentary and (semi-)presidential systems alike: scholars identify 
tendencies of personalization (Musella, 2018, for an overview). 
Poguntke and Webb (2005; 2013) even go as far as introducing the 
term “presidentialization”, which in itself seems a bewildering term for 
parliamentary, party-centered systems. However, this term aims at 
capturing the tendency of mostly focusing on political leaders in these 
systems instead of party executive boards or party manifestos 
and proposals.

Considering other cases, the great ability to speak to the nation 
through television in critical moments during the transition to 
democracy and the first years of democratic government with a very 
fragmented parliament was one of the main components of what Linz 
(1993) identified as “innovative leadership” in the person of the 
Spanish centrist prime minister Adolfo Suárez; although his telegenic 
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skills would be exceeded by his charismatic successor in office, the 
socialist Felipe González, whose charisma helped the PSOE to stay in 
power even facing a dramatic economic crisis (Share, 1988). On the 
other ideological side, Margaret Thatcher managed virtuously the TV 
atmosphere along all her political career, while dominating techniques 
like turn-taking and interruption during interviews and debates 
(Beattie, 1982). Today, we can consider these as the telegenic leaders, 
able to make television their natural environment, no matter if the 
reason to be  filmed was a news interview, a public address, or a 
costumbrist family report.

Retaining the skills of traditional broadcast leaders, these 
emerging telegenic figures needed to excel in terms of their image and 
debating abilities, not only using their words but their non-verbal 
communication too. They also required the capacity to captivate the 
television audience, akin to Nelson Mandela’s adept leadership in 
guiding the emerging rainbow nation (Evans, 2010). We will later 
continue this path of joint development of media and political 
leadership by sketching leadership in the digital environment. Before, 
we will go on with some general remarks on the digitalization of 
politics to better set the context.

3 Changes in political leadership 
during the digital age

3.1 The digitalization of politics

With the so-called digital revolution (Dai, 2000), a rather global 
change of circumstances has evolved and unfolds its impact on what 
can be considered a leader, and more specifically even what shaped the 
features of political leaders. That revolution has firstly impacted the 
economy, transforming the market and the division of labor, and has 
been accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic since 2020 (Soto-Acosta, 
2020) and the Artificial Intelligence (Elliott, 2019). Undoubtedly, 
economic transformations have implied social changes as well, as the 
rise of the internet culture, the spread of the social media usage, and 
the appearance of a new generation of digital natives with new patterns 
of information consumption and a distinguishable political behavior, 
more oriented to the new online public space instead of face-to-face 
interactions (Miller, 2020; Montgomery, 2007; Ohme, 2019).

Along with these societal changes, journalism and the media 
underwent changes as well: the digitalization of traditional media and 
the proliferation of new digital media, experiencing increased levels 
of media polarization, waves of dis/misinformation, and ‘infotainment’ 
as a significant source of political insight (Kubin and Sikorski, 2021; 
Moy et al., 2005; Otto et al., 2017; Swire et al., 2017). In that sense, 
digitalized media systems have been headed to “re-discover” the 
audiences and making their experiences more interactive and 
inclusive, allowing citizens to participate in the process of generating 
information and to contribute to the elaboration of the contents finally 
published (Loosen and Schmidt, 2012).

Politics have been linked to every previously mentioned 
structural transformation and have digitalized in their own fashion, 
including the macro, meso, and micro level of politics. Starting with 
the macro level, political systems have incorporated technology in 
the shape of developing e-democracy and open government 
initiatives (Borucki and Hartleb, 2023; Kneuer, 2016; Wirtz and 
Birkmeyer, 2015). Consequently, open data and digital tools are 

reshaping democracies, enabling ways for larger channels of direct 
democracy, including participation and deliberation procedures, and 
for a better control of politicians’ activity (Jungherr et al., 2020). That 
also means a greater potential for civil society to influence the 
institutional actors during the policy cycle, increasing the legitimacy 
and the popularity of public policies. However, it must be considered 
that political institutions do not always offer the chance to take part 
in their processes and, when they do, the social response is 
sometimes less active than expected. This complexity of political 
participation and democratic legitimacy remains a puzzle in 
digitalized societies.

At the meso level, new digital parties like the Pirates, Podemos or 
M5S together with a more digitalized version of traditional ones have 
fostered the spread of disruptive models of party organizations 
(Barberà et al., 2021; Villaplana et al., 2023). For that, most political 
parties have invested good resources in increasing the user-
friendliness and the security of their digital tools and solutions 
(Fitzpatrick and Thuermer, 2023). Firstly, political parties are using 
intensively social media platforms to strengthen their digital presence 
and to reach all kind of audiences, but they are also putting into 
practice other strategies like online crowdsourcing and even aspects 
of gamification in their decision-making processes in the case of the 
M5S (Biancalana and Vittori, 2023). Furthermore, parties are trying 
to improve their data-driven campaigning techniques in order to 
be more efficient in their mobilization of resources and the target of 
voters (Dommett et al., 2023). Also, party members conduct their own 
grassroots activism on social media platforms in the sense that parties 
and politicians carry on professionalized campaigning techniques 
(Ziegler, 2023). To some extent, other organizations like trade unions, 
associations and NGOs have experienced these changes to a similar 
degree (Fitzpatrick, 2018). Indeed, new international movements such 
as Me Too, Black Lives Matter or Fridays for Future could not 
be explained without declaring the essential role of digital networks 
as part of them. Nevertheless, even highly digitalized organizations 
remain vulnerable to setbacks in their digitalization processes, leading 
them to reconsider or discontinue certain tools or initiatives (Meloni 
and García-Lupato, 2022).

Finally, at the micro level, digital platforms have transformed the 
manner of political interactions like discussions, protests, fundraising, 
or creating engagement. To a certain extent, individualized and 
one-time digital networked actions are replacing traditional collective 
ones by joining homogenous and exclusive groups of people (Bennett 
and Segerberg, 2013). Likewise, political discussion through 
WhatsApp or other messaging services is not only frequent but also 
seems to be connected to a greater level of political activism (Gil de 
Zúñiga et  al., 2021). As corroborated by Boulianne (2020), the 
relationship between digital media use and political participation 
worldwide has increased gradually during the last decades. In that 
sense, it seems digital activism tends to concentrate in networked 
activities that have become available mainly through social media 
platforms (Theocharis et al., 2021: 45). A straight example is the rise 
of online petitions and micro-donations, as response to new digital 
oriented political campaigns (Vromen et al., 2022).

In summary, the digital revolution has fundamentally reshaped 
the landscape of politics, affecting both the characteristics of political 
actors and how citizens engage with them. As a result, political leaders 
are adapting to this new reality, using digital tools for both engagement 
and governance in an increasingly digitalized environment. Overall, 
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we can distinguish scholarly work focusing on the digitalization of the 
bottom-up approach of politics and the top-down approach. Since the 
concern of this paper is political leadership and how it is performed, 
this paper can be considered as part of the later one.

3.2 The new digital leadership in politics

Before delving into political leadership and subsequently digital 
political leadership, we would like to emphasize that the notion of a 
leading role, as we conceptualize it, should not be inherently evaluated 
as either positive or negative in nature. Our interest is exploring the 
circumstances driving to leadership –detached from any normative 
notion of good leadership. When it comes to political leadership, a 
more digitalized environment requires leaders to be able to properly 
navigate the new dynamics of institutions, parties, and voters in the 
digital age.

Early attempts of accompanying changes in the demands of 
leaders suggested the term e-leadership (Avolio et al., 2000). Other 
studies with a stronger focus on candidacy identified Barack Obama 
in 2008 as the first “internet candidate” on a large scale (Bimber, 
2014), changing the fashion of political campaigning globally ever 
since (Roemmele and Gibson, 2020), and finally becoming the first 
“social media president” in the White House (Katz et  al., 2013). 
According with Matthews et al. (2022), the use of social media by 
leaders of every sector (politics, business, civil society, etc.) has 
exponentially grown in recent years, favoring new lines of research 
on leadership. During this time, Twitter –now X– has enjoyed the 
prominence as the most influential social media platform among 
Western political leaders (Parmelee and Bichard, 2013). While 
Roemmele and Gibson (2020) sketch the development of 
campaigning in connection to different mass media and announce 
the fourth era of campaigning, we  argue that along with this 
development we  also experience a development in leadership 
resulting in what we describe as digital leader. In consideration of the 
literature on digital inequalities (Scheerder et  al., 2017), digital 
leaders are to be placed on the side of the ‘haves’ not on the side of 
the ‘have-nots’ on all three levels of the digital divide; therefore, they 
should demonstrate access, skill and the ability to profit from their 
online activity (outcome). We define a digital leader as a person that 
navigates the digital sphere with great expertise and sophistication, 
being able to generate beneficial outcome in terms of their function 
and goals. In line with Ignatow and Robinson (2017), a digital leader 
is rich in “digital capital”. While digital leaders may occur in many 
societal sub-fields, this paper is concerned with political digital 
leaders, whose primary objectives are typically oriented toward 
achieving electoral success, attaining ruling power, and exerting 
influence on policy-making.

The digital leader shall be able to navigate different platforms, as 
the variety of social media use in politics is growing (Taras and 
Davis, 2020). Along with X and Facebook, the use of Instagram and 
TikTok has been widespread. Since 2015, Canadian prime minister 
Justin Trudeau has used Instagram to frame his governing style 
visually, to illustrate the Liberal Party of Canada’s values and ideas 
with his personal life, and to boost public discussions on issues such 
as the environment, youth, and technology, using celebrity culture 
codes (Lalancette and Raynauld, 2019). Concerning TikTok, populist 

far-right leaders like Marine Le Pen, Matteo Salvini, or Eric 
Zemmour have been pioneer, using it to spread not only negative or 
fear messages but also more personal, kind, and humorous content, 
adapting to the style of the platform (Albertazzi and Bonansinga, 
2023). This is illustrated perfectly by the case of Giorgia Meloni as 
candidate, first, and then as prime minister. But not only top national 
leaders shine on social media, also local politicians as the former 
major of Barcelona, Ada Colau, have been pointed out as 
“influencers-politicians” for using social media extensively, Tik-Tok 
in particular, and having a very youthful communication style 
during her last term (Cervi, 2023). Apart from this, parliamentary 
representatives like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (AOC) have 
mobilized armies of active followers on social media (Goretti and 
Rodriguez, 2022).

While previous examples point to the successful use of social 
media from the perspective of the respective political leader, former 
Finish prime minister Sanna Marin, who can be  described as a 
millennial with a natural use of social media, experienced very harsh 
misogynist attacks (Sakki and Martikainen, 2022). This case displays 
the ugly face social media may show to political leaders. In particular, 
most of societies have a limited understanding of female leadership, 
often restricted to the perception of Iron Ladies or mothers of the 
nation (Campus, 2013). Yet, Marin also experienced immense 
support from all over the world including other (mostly female) 
political leaders. Her fashion of coping with unjustified personal 
attacks, therefore, reflects a component of digital leadership as well.

While these leaders were political leaders ‘by career’, there were 
also some career changers becoming influential political leaders 
after. While this phenomenon of is not new (e.g., former US 
President and actor Ronald Reagan during the TV era), the 
particular fashion of technology and media use seems to set these 
new leaders apart: Beppe Grillo, who influenced the path of Italian 
politics drastically, is a prominent example (Milburn, 2019). 
Volodymyr Zelensky, who was a comedian, excelled in his 
performance as president so successfully that it started his political 
career. After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, president Zelensky’s 
intense and sophisticated use of communication in social networks 
appears unmatched. His participation in numerous meetings with 
top international leaders through video call since the beginning of 
the Russian invasion was echoed in social media as well (Serafin, 
2022; Zachara-Szymańska, 2023). This phenomenon of ‘celebrity 
politics’ goes further than a few fringe cases or a temporary fashion 
and seems to be “tied to the late-modern constitution of the public” 
(Marsh et al., 2010: 337).

However, probably the most influential incursion (or even 
intrusion) of a celebrity in politics in present time would be the one 
stared by Donald Trump, coining the beginning of the Trumpism as 
a global populist leadership style (Mollan and Geesin, 2020). Findings 
by Swire et al. (2017) suggest that people use figures like Trump as a 
heuristic source of information to decide what is true or false, not 
necessarily insisting on veracity as a prerequisite for supporting 
political leaders. This mechanism may be explained through the well-
known two-step-flow model (Lazarsfeld et  al., 1948). As a 
consequence, in January 2020, the world was compelled to observe 
the detrimental repercussions a digital leader can incite when the 
“Twitter-president” took advantage of the polarized public and used 
his influence to infuriate his supporters resulting in the forceful 
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intrusion of the Capitol building in Washington DC (Pion-Berlin 
et  al., 2022). The continuous tweeting and his refusal to call his 
supporters to calm marked a low point in American 
democratic history.

Besides social media and political communication, we should 
not forget the organizational side of digital leadership (Banks et al., 
2022; Petry, 2018). Political leaders, such as party leaders and/or top 
candidates must understand and handle digital tools more oriented 
towards their capability for organizational means. That includes 
intra-party democracy processes, as for example the online 
consultation Pablo Iglesias personally promoted in 2018 on his 
continuity as Podemos’ leader after being morally questioned for 
buying with his partner, spokesperson of the party, a house in one 
of the best quarters of Madrid. And, of course, institutional leaders 
are able to actively promote and to be involved in transformative 
digital initiatives as Obama did with Open Government in 2009 
(Villaplana et al., 2023). Furthermore, political leaders will need to 
master data-driven and AI-powered governance if they wish to 
be successful in the digital age, not only as electoral candidates or 
as opinion leaders.

4 Features of digital leaders

Once we  have identified different elements of what implies 
political leadership in the digital age, we can turn to the features that 
(ideally) characterize digital leaders, in accordance with the 
literature on leadership types and styles (Blondel, 1987; Keohane, 
2010). Hence, rather than presenting new traits and attributes, 
we refer to existing concepts and inventories, and describe their 
continued relevance when dealing with digital leadership. In this 
context, we  point to literature analysing attributes of leaders of 
different politicians. Zaccaro et al. (2013) provide an overview of 
different requirements that come with the job of a leader (cognitive, 
social and self-motivational) and connect them to different 
attributes. Attributes comprehend a variety of aspects including 
different skills and traits (e.g., resilience, creativity, openness etc.). 
Their list is based on a rich literature review yet, we believe adding 

the dimension on media environment that a political leader 
specifically needs to navigate provides a gain and does not 
necessarily question this classification but complements it. The 
dimension of social requirements includes an array of 
communication skills and external representation of an organization. 
We would argue that depending on the era and its respective media 
environment different communication and representation skills are 
necessary for leaders to succeed. For example, “persuading others to 
accept decisions and/or endorse set directions” and “constructing 
and activating large social networks” are two skills integrated in the 
list of social requirements by Zaccaro et al. (2013: 15). Depending 
on the (digital) environment and available (digital) tools, the tasks 
associated with this skill differ. As advanced before, we formulate a 
typology with three stages of leadership, according to the 
mainstream media of their period: broadcast, telegenic and digital 
leaderships. We specify the communicative skills in context of the 
respective environment and suggest certain features that correspond 
with these skills.

When talking about features, we believe it is necessary to briefly 
explain what we mean by referring to established personality models 
such as the five-factor model (Big5) of personality traits (Costa and 
McCrae, 1992). The Big5 distinguishes between neuroticism, 
extraversion, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness that are 
personality traits and exist in every human in varying degrees. These 
have been used to describe political leaders in the past (e.g., Wright 
and Tomlinson, 2018). While we talk about features, we believe these 
are linked to certain traits. Features in this sense may be  seen as 
components of traits, i.e., conscientiousness as a dimension of the Big5 
portrays itself for example in reliability. So, differently from broadcast 
leaders and telegenic leaders, the digital leader should have particular 
skills and features, as shown in Figure  1, which includes some 
examples of leaders. The different types are not exclusive. On the 
contrary, as far as, for instance, radio broadcasting and internet 
podcasting are similar activities, the newer leadership type must 
include the expertise of the previous ones, improving and adapting 
their skills and attributes to the new media environment. And, of 
course, digital leaders want to be as much seductive and charming as 
telegenic leaders were (see Hart, 1999); but not only on TV, for sure 

FIGURE 1

Onion-model of leadership stages.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1425966
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Villaplana and Fitzpatrick 10.3389/fpos.2024.1425966

Frontiers in Political Science 06 frontiersin.org

on digital platforms even more, enjoying a greater control of the image 
they project, by posting, editing, using filters, etc., by themselves or 
their closest advisors (also requiring social media experts in their 
teams, disrupting the assignments and balances within the party 
organization). While during the time of radio leaders aimed to 
be  good at broadcasting and then, telegenic performers on TV, 
nowadays, they do their best for being successful social media 
personalities and, eventually, even showing themselves as 
tech enthusiasts.

In our view, leaders with good digital media abilities would 
excel in three skills: presence, interaction and engagement. By 
presence we  understand they have a profile in different social 
media and post contents frequently on each of them. This social 
media strategy makes sense in a multiplatform environment 
where there are different generations of voters using mainly one 
or two platforms and probably ignoring the rest of them. Leaders 
want to reach as much voters as possible. Second, by interaction 
we mean that digital leaders benefit from hybrid media systems 
(Chadwick, 2017) where they can spread their messages not only 
unidirectionally like on traditional media but also exchange with 
supporters, journalists, and other politicians. A digital leader is 
the opposite to an isolated leader, but an interactive leader 
(Sørensen, 2020) with huge digitally traceable political and 
personal networks. We  can assess their level of interaction by 
examining metrics such as likes, shares, retweets, or other 
platform-specific actions they make, as well as by analyzing how 
they get involved in debates with other politicians, discussions 
with journalists, and feedback exchanges with citizens through 
digital platforms. Thirdly, we  see engagement as the ability of 
digital leaders for keeping supporters’ attention and endorsement. 
Leaders constantly post what they do, thanks to the very effective 
way of online communication, being quick, direct, and brief, using 
few words but much symbolism in their messages and actions 
throughout digital platforms. Consequently, we can understand 
engagement as the combination of interactions they receive (such 
as likes, shares, or comments) along with other positive emotional 
responses, such as identification, solidarity, or admiration from 
their audience.

In accordance with their skills, digital leaders would have two 
main features, as we conceive it: reliability (trust) and relatability 
(as one of us). As the Trump example showed (Mollan and Geesin, 
2020; Swire et al., 2017), digital leaders provide a trusted source of 
political information, according with the beliefs of their supporters, 
no matter if it is actually the truth or not. This can make their 
supporters feel safe from the annoying infoxication and, in the end, 
this can make their lives easier as they might perceive it. Concerning 
relatability, the increasing use by politicians of platforms like 
Instagram and TikTok  –more visual and focused on personal 
lifestyle and entertainment than X or Facebook (Albertazzi and 
Bonansinga, 2023; Taras and Davis, 2020)– may increase the feeling 
of proximity to the regular people. So, while broadcast leaders had 
to be inspiring and reasonable using their oratory, argument, and 
persuasion skills, digital leaders can be inspiring and reasonable as 
well, but in their own way: focusing on providing trust and 
closeness to their audience.

Furthermore, as highlighted before, digital leadership skills and 
attributes go beyond political communication, and they would 

be noticed in the rest of their digital activities, such as managing the 
party organization or exercising their role at a set of more digitalized 
parliaments and public institutions. Nevertheless, aforementioned 
skills and attributes apply to management the same, although other 
more specific ones like transparency or virtual team building could 
be also considered as desirable ones.

5 Discussion and conclusion

By introducing the concept of digital political leadership, at this 
point, we have displayed what we consider a new stage of political 
leadership, explained by the changes that politics are experiencing 
at the macro, meso, and micro levels during the digital age. For a 
great number of reasons, it can be  safely said that political 
leadership in the 21st century has new particular features, affecting 
leaders’ communicational style, their decision-making and the 
performance of their many roles. This is happening quickly, in fact, 
some of the first generation of digital leaders after Obama like 
Marin have already left government or have even abandoned 
politics like Grillo and Iglesias. Indeed, the former two together 
with the leaders of the different Pirate Parties can be considered the 
first cases of native digital leaders, as they emerged as the faces of 
those new digital parties (Barberà et al., 2021). In contrast, most 
leaders operate only partially digitalized, allowing us to understand 
the concept of digital leaders as an umbrella category characteristic 
of our time. This concept can still be complemented with other 
features of political leadership, considering both their degree of 
digitalization and additional factors such as personality traits and 
management styles.

In our view, the digitalization of leadership deepens the 
personalization and presidentialization phenomena in politics. 
As identified by Poguntke and Webb (2005: 343) there is a “clear 
cut trend towards the growth of leaders’ power within, and 
autonomy from, their parties”. The more freedom they enjoy 
expressing and acting by themselves with respect their party 
organizations – thanks to social media and digital platforms – the 
more prominence they have in the public eye. Also, polemics in 
social media tend to make public issues even more personal 
(Bennett and Segerberg, 2013), and this appears to be more often 
the case in highly polarized systems. Most probably, many 
democracies are going to experience increasing phenomena of 
hyper-leadership in the digital age (Blasio and Viviani, 2020) due 
to the increasement of more personalistic and emotional political 
dynamics and less materialistic ways of rationality. This trend 
includes newly elected members of the European Parliament, 
such as Fidias Panayiotou (Fidias) in Cyprus and Alvise Pérez 
(SALF) in Spain, both social media influencers who have 
successfully transitioned to populist politics, achieving notable 
success in the 2024 European elections.

The goal of this paper was to draw the path of political leadership 
development in context of changes in the media landscape. As a 
result, we  identified (optimal) digital leaders as individuals with 
exceptional ability to navigate the digital sphere, demonstrating 
outstanding skills in presence, interaction, and engagement on digital 
platforms, making them both reliable and relatable. Future research 
on digital leadership may explores the identification of sub-types or 
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styles by analyzing a range of indicators. Additionally, more in-depth 
analyses of the connection between digital leadership, populism, and 
polarization are required to explore the phenomenon that social 
media may offer a window of opportunity for populist outsiders, who, 
in turn, contribute to the intensification of polarization dynamics. 
The influential cases mentioned in this paper show the necessity and 
relevance of a better understanding of digital and political leadership, 
going beyond the limits of this concept analysis. In a next step, to the 
measurement of these types and therefore the systematic, empirical 
test is necessary.
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