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TikTok among Spanish political parties
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INTRODUCTION

Over the past few years, younger intemet users have heavily adopted visually based social
media platforms, such as Instagram, Snapchat and, most recently, TikTok. Launched in 2016
by ByteDance, this short-video platform is now the fastest-growing appiication among young
users and generation Z, attracting a huge audience of 1.3 billion active users, 41% of whom are
between 16 and 24 years of age (Zeng et al., 2021). The irruption of short-video piatforms like
TikTok has recently drawn a great deal of academic attention (Abidin, 2021; Abidin & Zeng,
2021; Zulli & Zulli, 2020) as they represent a new challenge for political strategists (Zeng et
al., 2021; Medina-Serrano et. al, 2020). Because of the increasing importance of visual images
in politics (Veneti et al., 2019), politicians are currenily turning their attention to TikTok for
communicating with young voters. This effort represents a hyper-postmodern aesthetic, based
on visual components oriented toward virality, entertainment, humor, simplificatior: and per-
formance art in order to communicate complex political issues in simple formats through the
use of visual storytelling.

This chapter provides an opportunity to reflect on new challenges short-video forats pose
as a developing form of political communication. Tt examines the ways political actors use
this specific platform to connect with young voters from the understanding that politics may
be “depicted” through visual media as entertainment. Previous studies have already shown
the commimnent of political parties to approaching younger audiences by using Instagram
(Tumbuil-Dugarte, 2019), YouTube (Berrocal &t al, 2617}, Snapchat (Gutiérrez-Rubi &
Peytibi, 2016) and WhatsApp (Zamora & Losada, 2021). However, there is still a lack of
research by media scholars into the political use of TikTok. This chapter provides an oppor-
tunity to consider the new challeages posed by the use of short-video platforms for political
purposes.

Ciiven that this is uite a new phenomenon linked to the idea of viscal media as entertain-
ment and playful technologies (Vijay & Gekker, 2021), the theoretical support of this chapter
is first based on the spectacularization of politics and its consequences for political communi-
cation. We contextualize the use of TikTok as part of “pop politics™ (Mazzoleni & Bracciale,
2019) and the use of “politzinment” on social media (Berrocal-Gonzalo et al., 2021).

Based on the digital architectures of social media framework (Bossetta, 2018), the chapter
provides a summary of TikTok's main affordances that could prove usefui in political con-
texts. In the second part we explore how political parties use TikTok’s main affordances to
communicate with young voters as part of a creative, simplified and entertainment-based
communication strategy. The research includes a quantitative analysis of the official TikTok
accounts of the main Spanish political parties in order to measure to what extent they are
employing politainment resources and formats in their videos and the impact that these enter-
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tainment visual nasratives have on levels of engagement. Differences between traditionai and
new political parties in Spain regarding the use of the platform’s main affordances will also
be considered.

VISUAL POLITICAL COMMUNICATION IN THE CONTEXT OF
SPECTACULARIZATION OF POLITICS

The irruption of social networks in the political arena has changed the way that political
communication takes place (Lilleker et al, 2015). The dissolution of the dividing line between
public aad private spheres has led to the spectacularization of politics, a phenomenon that has
heen linked to the fusion of information and entertainment, also known as infotainment (Dell
Carpini & Wiltiams, 2011; Casero-Ripollés et al., 2014). Visual elements have been crucial
in infotainment strategies, given their significant ability to arouse and stimulate emotional
reactions based on visual impact. They are part of the spectacular discursive structures based
on what some scholars have called the categorization of infotainment narrative strategies
(Berrocal et al., 2014).

As indicators of spectacularization, researchers have mentioned the protagonism of emo-
tions (Uribe & Gunter, 2007), as well as the revealing of information related to the private lives
of political actors (Jebril ez al., 2013). Other scholars have alse pointed out the prominence of
light-hearted content; the intense personalization and humanization of the leader; the tendency
toward emotionality and the human approach in the treatment of politics, including the use
of humor, criticism, and personal relationships; the prominence of individual action over the
explanation of ideas; and the use of spectacular images with differing types of plane, scale
perspective, location, scenery, effects, etc, (Pellisser-Rossell & Pineda, 2014).

Spectacularization characterizes contemporary political communication as a performance
(Salmon, 2013), a dramatic construction of reality (Berrocal et al., 2014). Consequently, politi-
cians are now considered to be products of the media subculture and have become mere actors
and performers, similar to pop idols. Scholars have suggested different terms for referring to
this phenomenoen. The first, pop politics, defines a global trend within visual political commu-
nication that consists of dealing with information, events, physical appearance and everything
that ultimately involves politics in a spectacularized way, in order to construct the celebrity
politician (Mazzoleni & Sfardini, 2009). Pop pelitics has increased its resonance within the
political “memeification™ of the online ecosystem (Mazzoleni & Bracciale, 2019).

A second term, pofitainment, describes the spectacularization of politics based on the two
media-related functions of information: politics and entertainment (Nieland, 2008; Sayre
& King, 2010). Considered as a softening of political communication (Otto et al,, 2016),
the term refers to the inclusion of political actors, topics and processes within the culture cf
entertainment (Nieland, 2008), and is understeod to include the styles, narratives and scenery
of the world of show business and entertainment, characterized by high levels of emotion in
communicative repertoires (Berrocal et al., 2017; Berrocal-Gonzalo et al., 2021).

Political spectacularization in the context of politainment has led to alternative ways of
political participation for hard-to-reach audiences (Vijay & Gekker, 2021). When political
information is offered in the form of spectacularized politics, popular culture on social
media can also prompt youth participation in collective political expression {Literat &
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Kligler-Vilenchik, 2021) with notable effects on political engagement (Berrocal-Gonzalo et
al., 2021; Neys & Jansz, 2010).

Although most studies on politainment have been TV-based, the growing use of social net-
works has seen a number of important studies being conducted into the use of politainment or
Twitter (Zamora-Medina & Rebolledo, 2021), Facebook (Durdntez-Stolle & Martinez-Sanz,
2019), Instagram (Garcia-Beaudoux & Stimovich, 2021) and YouTube (Berrocal et al., 2012).
However, there still exists a lack of studies into how political leaders and parties are using
politainment on short-video platforms such as TikTok (Cervi & Marin-Llad6, 2021; Cervi et
al., 2021},

TIKTOK’S AFFORDANCES AS A VISUAL PLATFORM FOR
CREATIVE EXPRESSION AND INTERACTIVITY

In a world filled with visual information (Fahmy et al., 2014), communication scholars have
highlighted the increasing importance of visual coatent in political contexts (Venett et al,
2019; Litleker, 2019). The strategic use of pictures and videos is likely to help a political party
to build and maintain trust and reputation (Russmann et al., 2019). The number of studies on
the strategic use of visual-centric social media platforms has increased recently, with Instagram
being the most studied platform for the distribution of “polished” visual content (Bossetta,
2018). It offers the chance to show the more persenal and human face of political actors, along
with the celebrity culture of popular artists and idols (Skogerbe & Larsson, 2021). However,
severzl studies suggest that Instagram’s main affordancas for connecting with pop culture
remain unexploited, since political actors tend to project 2 conventional and highly political
image of their activities, and rarely include private or personal aspects {Marcos-Garcia &
Alenso-Mufioz, 2017). In fact, political parties use Instagram mostly as a channel to broadcast
information, and as a too! for image management and self-promotion (Russmann et al., 2019;
Filiminov et al., 2016), although differences in how new and traditional political parties maks
use of this platform have also been identified (Turnbull-Dugarte, 2019).

The irruption of TikTok as a new social network based on similar visual components and
creativity optiens, similar to Instagram but more oriented toward entertainment, humor,
simplification, performance and especially virality options, represents a new challenge for
political strategies. We propose to consider TikTok’s main affordances under the framework
for understanding the social media digital architecture of other platforms that Bosseita (2018}
suggested. From the platform’s structural perspective, TikTok represents hyper-postmodern
aesthetics based on a “memetic text” (Zulli & Zulli, 2020} that invites imitation and remix
on & platform level with & particular focus on the influencer culture. Users show their ability
to dance convincingly through “silly dances™, share short videas of crazy stunts and perform
fanny snippets from popular culiure, mainly in the form of lip-syncing and acting out or
dancing to dialogs and songs (Vijay & Gekker, 2021).

In terms of functionality, TikTok is a place for creative expression and playful sociality
(Abidin, 2021; Zulli & Zulli, 2020), since users have a range of editing options, filters and
effects, as with other popular visual platforms. The main feature that differentiates this visual
social platform from the others is that fts users can select from a wide variety of music genres,
sound clips and voice messages to include in thefr videos. This may then form part of a dance
routine, a lip-syne battle, or as the backdrop for a comedy skit, and often plays akey role in the
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storyteliing (Medina-Serrano et al., 2020). Another feature that makes the platforrn distinet in
terms of its functionality is the pessibility of replication and virality (Vijay & Gekker, 2021).
TikTok videos allow the creation of other videos, a phenomenon known as “spreadability”
(Jenkins et al., 2013). Users can click on the soundtrack used by a video to reveal other videos
that use the same track and then create their own version. Hence, TikTok storytelling is based
on ndividuals becoming vehicles for personal narratives, which are then connected through
features such as hashtags and viral sounds.

However, the main functional affordance is possibly the type of imeragctivity this social
platform offers through two main genres: “Challenges™ and “Duets”. Challenges consist of
community-created hashtags (often sponsored) in which TikTokers are invited to create videos
showing themselves attempting to do a certain action, dance, or stunt proposed by others.
Duets are videos by users who have taken another person’s video (original) and added them-
selves performing the same action, scene or choreography.

Through the use of artificial inteliigence, TikTok has an algorithmic recommendation
system that makes users follow an algorithmically generated feed of videos through the “For
You” page. This personalized content feed has become an addictive serolling experience (Zeng
etal, 2021}, since users spend most of the time “flopping” through hundreds of videos bpb&u
2021}, It is not based on connections but on a user’s experience, thereby giving the Ema.th
more contro! over the user (Vijay & Gelder, 2021; Guinaudeau et al., 2020). An important
issue is data privacy, however. This short-video platform is a rich information source that can
reveal personal user details, such as appearance, personality, traits and vocal atiributes. In fact
TikTok has recently been accused of excessive data harvesting (Gray, 2021), since its data mm_
easily accessed for data mining processes as well as politica online campaigning and electoral
databases (Wolf et al., 2017).

THE USE OF TIKTOK IN POLITICAL COMMUNICATION

Recent studies have argued that young people are not as apathetic or disengaged as is com-
monly belleved (Kitanova, 2020), but have instead turned to alternative forms of political
engagement (Pruitt, 2017). Consequently, political organizations and especially young poli-
ticians have started to recognize the importance of participating on youth-oriented platforms
(Dimitrova & Matthes, 2018).

After Instagram and Snapchat, short-video platforms like TikTok are now zn emerging field
for political actors. This social network includes new interactive ways of reconnecting with
young voters by using a co-created space for visual storytelling, where visibility and attention
sﬁ% according to their own rules (Abidin, 2021). Hence, political organizations need to adapt
existing content nsing new formats it which mimesis, creativity, emotionality and soft content
- issues related te human dramas, unusual events, trivialities or daily life — play an important
role. But, the amateurish creation, co-creation and remixing cultivated on TikTok does not fit
with fraditional message control practices,

Despite TikTok having banned the placement of political advertisements (Chandlee, 2019),
researchers have found that this platform can play an important rele in political contexts
(Medina-Serrano et al., 2020). It can be regarded as a grassroots social media platform for
mobilizing followers and that enables youth collective political expression (Mirchandani

2020). It also plays a role in political self-expression through the sharing of opinions on oonH
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troversial political topics (Vijay & Gekker, 2021), and is even used for image management
to create 2 closer and more bumanized political image of populist leaders {Bianchi, 2020;
Sanchez-Castillo, 2020).

From the affordance-based perspective, scholars have shown how political comrmmication
on TikTok is user driven and much more interactive than on other socizl media platforms
(Medina-Serrano et al., 2020). Users do not just circulate content and comment on it, “they
become the content” (Medina-Serrano et al., 2020) when they personally respond to existing
contens with another video. The platform’s design and its playful architecture shape political
discourse and participatory expressions for online campaigning (Vijay & Gekker, 2021;
Mirchandani, 2020}, especially youth political expression and coliective action (Hautea et al.,
2021).

Previous studies conducted in Spain into the use of TikTok among political parties (Cervi &
Marin-Llads, 2021; Cervi et al., 2021) showed that they mainly used this platform as a unilat-
era! broadcasting tool for self-promotion, without fully exploiting the platform’s affordances.
Only newer political parties seem to have perfectly understood the platform both in terms of
technical affordances and specific language, but have not yet taken full advantage of TikTok’s
oppertunities for interaction (Cervi et al., 2021).

In order to understand the impact of politainment on TikTok, we should consider not only
formal aspects, such as the potential use of language and the use of technical affordances for its
entertainment mission, but aiso content-related aspects (Cervi et al,, 2021). Our study shows to
what extent Spanish political parties are using TikTok’s main afferdances for visual storytell-
ing based on a new way of interactivity that can reduce the complexity of political messages.
Research on the political use of social media has shown parties and politicians generally tend
to adapt social platform affordances to the norms of political communication and not vice
versa (Lilleker & Jackson, 2011). Regarding the playfilt architecture of the platform (Vijay
& Gekler, 2021), we can study how the entertainment logic and political speciacularization
affect how political parties communicate on this platform.

RQI. To what extent do Spanish political parties use TikTok’s affordances to communicate
with young voters through a creative, simplified and entertainment-based communication
strategy?

Following previous findings on other visual-centric social networks, such as Instagram
(Russmann et al., 2019), we can expect political parties to use TikTok as & channel for broad-
casting information and as a tool for image management and seli-promotion, in line with the
personalization trend in political communication.

H1. Most political parties are not exploiting TikTok’s affordances and continue to broadeast
their messages using traditional storytelling techniques.

Our second research question is based on the use of politainment resources o1 TikTok from
a visual political communication perspective. We also measure the effect on levels of engage-
ment of using politainment resources in terms of creativity, emoticnality and soft content
narratives.
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RO2. u..o what extent were politainment resources used on TikTok and how did these visual
narratives affect levels of engagement?

d.pm literature suggests the specific affordances originally developed for peer-to-peer enter-
tainment encourage political organizations to communicate “hard” topics more amugingly and
to “soften” them through the use of a more playful communicative style (Vijay & Moﬁam
2021). This is often believed to be the only way political organizations can make storizs EQ.M
digestible for gensration Z audiences {Andi, 2021).

Because of the ease with which simple and playful formats are consumed, content on TikTok
has shown a considerable level of engagement among young users (Ballesteros-Herencia,
2020). Consequently, we would expect TikTok videos to be more successful in terms om.
engagement when political parties incorporate styles, narratives and scenery from the world of
show business and entertainment inte their communicative repertoire. Although this goal can
be a challenge for traditional political leaderships, it could be more feasible for unﬁaw parties.

H2. Including entertainment-based narratives on TikTok videos leads to higher levels of
engagement compared to traditional narratives

METHOD

Sample

¢<m. conducted a systematic analysis of videos posted by the main Spanish political parties on
their official TikTok prefiles over a period of twelve months, from 30 Apri! 2020 to 30 April
2021, during which time TikTok became the most downloaded application on Google Play and
Apple’s App Store, with 8.4 million downloads (Mena-Roa, 2020), -

The Partido Popular was the first Spanish political party to join TikTok, in March 2015
followed by Podemos in January 2020, Vox in February 2020, and Ciudadanos in March wowa“
.ﬁwo left-wing PSOE was excluded from our analysis since it only opered its official mnnoﬁew
in June 2020. One important caveat is that all these accounts were recognized as being official
but none included the verified badge, which shows that TikTok has confirmed the WMQEQ om.
who the account belongs to.

. Our sample included 282 units composed of videos and their captions or textual descrip-
soum.. The distribution of units across political parties showed @ahorapodemos as having
ﬁm highest activity on TikTok, with N=162 units and 205,600 followers; followed by @u
ciudadanoscs, with N=83 units and 1,797 followers; @partidopopular.es! with N=27 units and
7,018 followers; and finally @vox_espana, with N=10 units and 44,500 followers.

Analysis

Following previous literature on the use of TikTok in political contexts (Medina-Serrano et
al,, 2020; Cervi & Marin-Liadd, 2021), we focused on three types of variables: format-related,
content-related and engagement variables.

As Table 17.1 shows, among the format variables we inciuded different dummy variables to
measure the use of the main TikTok affordances. One of these is the use of music in the video,
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Table I17.1 Coding variables

Variable { Values

Engagement variables

Nutnber of views
Number of likes
Number of comments
Number of shares

Format variables

Music 0: without music
1: with rausie

Text in image 0: without text
1 with text

Text eapdon ; without text caption

: with text caption

: without sticker
: with sticker

Stcker

Special effects s without special effects

Hashtag : without hashtags

! with hashrags

Type of post : normal video

0

1

0

1

[or

1: with special effects
0

1

0

1: challenge
2

< dust

Conten variables

Type of content 0: non-political
I: political

Main issue gender
health/COVID

education

Fa T I

economy

w

: independencefterritorial policy
6 environment policy

7: politicat agreements

8: political corruption

9: racism

10: othes

11: campaigning

12: ideological issues

13: monarchy

Who is mentioned? 1: the same poiitical party

2. the party leader

3; another political party

4: nnother political party leader
5; other
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3
L
in

Variable Values
Matn actor it visual content 1: citizens

2: politicians from own party
3: politicfans from other parties
4: others

Intention 1: information and promotion

2: 1o criticize other parties
3: mobilization

which can function as a story builder to deliver a specific message or serve as part of 2 dance
routine, a lip-sync battle or as the backdrop for a comedy skit (Medina-Serrano et al., 2020).

We also recorded the use of special effects for customizing and adding details to TikTok
videos. The most popular are visual effects added during post-editing to change the look and
feel of the video, from adding stars, rain or bubbles to the use of a time warp scan effect to
distort any image on the screen. Another affordance that we recorded was the use of the sticker
pinning effect, which aflows users to pin stickers and emojis on objects in their videos and
track them as they move around a scene, thereby making the content more creative and fun.

The option of including text in the videos was recorded in two different ways: text in cap-
tions, as in other social networks, and text inserted into the video images. We also recorded
the use of hashtags in the text to help users share and find content and join conversations about
topics of interest.

Videos were classified as (1) normal videos; {2) challenge videos, in which TikTokers
encourage one another to create videos showing themselves attempting to do a certain action,
dance or stunt proposed by others; and (3) duets, in. which users take another person’s video
(the original) and add themselves performing the same action, scene or choreography.

The second part of the encoding included categorical variables related to the video content.
We measured the type of content — political or non-political (i.2., providing personal images in
non-political contexts) —and the main subject of the video, such as gender, health/COVID, the
economy, education, territorial policies, environmental policies, political agreements, political
corruption, racism/immigration policies, etc. The main actor in the visual content was recorded
in order to distinguish between the party, the party leader, ancther party, or another party
leader. To identify the storytelling strategies, we also recorded who or what the main content
of the video referred to using the same group of options. Finally, we recorded the main aim
of the video: information and promeotion (i.e., showing pelitical speeches in Pariiament about
a new political decision), negative campaigning (i.e., when the party clearly makes a nega-
tive judgement of political adversaries) and mobilization (i.e., launching a new challenge or
recruiting new party members),

Finally, in order to measure engagement variables, we quantitatively recorded the number
of views, likes, comments and shares of each video. To construct an engagement index based
on these parameters, and following previous literature (Ballesteros-Herencia, 2019) already
applied in TikTok studies, we employed the following formula:

(n® likes +n® comments + n° shares )

Engagement level = *100

n° views
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Two researchers analyzed a totak of 282 videos from Spein. To check reliability, a sampie of
10% of the videos (28) were used for a pretest. For all variables, the rate of agreement was 90.1
%, based on Holst"s formula.”

FINDINGS

RQ1 explored to what extent Spanish political parties use Hmnﬂow,m affordances through
entertainment-based communication strategies. Of the 282 units analyzed, 98.2% were con-
sidered to be normal videos, while the use of TikTok’s specific genres (challenges and duets)
was negligible: only three challenges (1.1%) — two from @Qcammwbmmom mEn one from @
ahorapodemos —and two duets (0.7%), both by @ahorapodemos, were identified. Most of the
chaltenges referred to COVID-19 issues, with politicians encourzgmg young people to wear
a face mask or cafling for social media influencers to help spread information m@o& preventing
COVID-19 {see Figure 17.1). In the third case, the challenge consisted of responding to a short
personai questionnaire in which party members could introduce themselves.

ahorapedomos PETEMUS. 1020420 ﬁm citduda PP

F Tetefzmos 3 it lmasiadla pam donetr if ForanTaas

Fearenavings S
11 Soven Matlon Azery - The WHite Stipes #espain Josp

1) tonide sriginal« Cadadangs

#Pdntols {luntas i ScovidiS |

i ‘ i 505 Tesi =&
: hrtpsi/fwww. tiktolc com/ mroaﬁcnmaowéanoammu&ouo.quucu&pmﬁm:ulommﬁmlocuwlﬁ :
PWEMHMM; Sm_uswwnﬁw ang Z..ﬁw”hs.s@s_.aﬁoﬁooni@ﬂaamuwsomnmEEacRmuuwwq@mm&»mwuuo\“_m..mmhmunm%_m:nouw
Lmﬂimmmlmaarénwu%ﬂﬁ .

Figure 17.1  Podemos call for influencers to spread COVID message; Ciudadanos call
Jor the use of face masks

In terms of duets, in one @ahorapodemos showed a teenager mimicking & ﬁom.ﬁ.mo.& speech on
gender issues by cne of the party leaders, Irene Montero. The screen was mvE in mmﬁ with
a still image of Moatero giving the speech in her own voice while, on the right side of the
screen, a teenager performs a dance (see Figure 17.2).
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ahorapedomea PODEMOS - 2620.10-20 wwnmnvuanaou i segurr |
Al e e 1apa la boea of machisma <6 1a doracha, # B POBEMOS - 2020.028 .
feminiamo 2 [gtht 040 con P onn.araz JMos eneantan los videes
atdis hack las disturzas
1 Eple- AShamaiueviusle que astdiz hacienag con lag dlscurzos 4o

Hirenemontens 5
J3 frene presidenta - davidgsi

Source:  https:/fiwww tiktok.com/@ahorapodemos/video/68890642822 15025922 ang=es&is_copy_url=1&is
_from_webapp=v1.

Figure 17.2  Duet linked fo Irene Momtero’s gender speech message from Podemos

Among all the TikTok affordances, video background music, a key element of popular cukure,
has become an important feature that differentiates this visual-centric piatform from other
social networks. In our study 63.1% of the videos contained music, which is a relatively low
figure given its importance on TikTok. Some differences were found among the political
parties: most videos by @ciudadanoses contained music (88%), compared to @vox_espana
(60%), @ahorapodemos (56.8%) and @partidopopular.es (25%). Following previcus litera-
ture on this topic (Medina-Serranc et al., 2020), our findings showed that the rele of music
mostly formed part of the story builder for framing specific messages, while only a few videos
included it as part of a dance routine (12%).

Another important feature of TikTok that is crucial for creative expression is the use of
special visual effects and stickers to create attractive videos. Although these are important
affordances on short-video platforms, the results showed that only 3.5% of the videos included
visual effects and just 34% included stickers. Some parties, like @ahorapodemos, used editing
options and special visual effects more often than the rest, including anime filters, the double
screen effect, the bling bling effect, and the time warp scan. Most of these resources were not
onty used to ridicule political adversaries but also to enhance the image of the party candidate.
Figure 17.3 shows how @aharapodemos used the anime filter to include a cartoon face on the
party leader, Pablo Iglesias.

The use of hashtags is another important TikTok affordance for labeling content and for
connecting with similar content. Although this is not specific to TikTok, it has greatly helped
to build the community. In our study, 88.3% of videos contained one or more hashtags. They
mostly mentioned the name of the political party {i.e., #Podemos appeared in 80 videos) or
the party leader’s name (i.e., #Pablolglesias appeared in 65 videos), but there were also more
thematic hashtags ke #Madrid (53 publications) — since regional elections were taking place
in Madrid at the time — or #Espafia (in 66 videos}. Most of these hashtags were inciuded as part
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agherapadenos

FODEMOS - 2020-8-29 .

Tonia que hacerse y io hicimes Z3ssking
Hanimefiter #anime #ilro #pabloiglesias
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M igure ~“ 3 H\hm D.\..ﬁm:b» 1@@&“2.@3 E.MEQN @mn.mnm “_w.Q.ﬂ NO&.NEGMV. use G_\swhﬁwgm\mwhmﬂ
& -
E.MHEQN Nmmmnu uwawz WOQNEQQ

of the text caption of the videos, a resource that political parties ¢mmm o_.hoEaaa in their videos
(81.2%), as was the case for the use of text in the visual oonE. Q. 7.3%}. .
WDM meE.mw to what extent Spanish political parties used coﬁwﬁBmﬁ TESOLICEs 0N )
and how these visual narratives affected jevels of engagement. .&m E.m Eaawﬁa suggests, _ump -
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tform, with a minimal presence of private or personal as
bw%%h wmwm of subject matter that can emotionally connect with young Voters mw.p.oamw mww
content is another important politainment feature. Many videos by Mﬁmm%wmw mw%sowﬁuwww_
i ic i i ting the spread of COVID o), with ea 1y,
provided public information of preveming e spread of COVD (8 N torial policy
efecting its own political priorities: @siudadanos . tiey
HM,MMMM@MEQS\UAN.N .7%), @ahorapodemas focused on gender policy (29%), @vmnﬂo
opular.es highlighted health/COVID issues (33%) and @vox_espana m.ooﬂmma on omﬂﬂ%%
M.«mnﬁm ?oﬁuumma ideological issues (30%). These videos were rarely mwﬁ in m:.m typica o
location, i.e., a private home {Abidin, 2021), butrather tended to be set in Pwmvﬁnﬂob& contexts
 me ith § in pri 12.4%).
1994) or media spaces (23.4%), with just a few mwﬁ in private areas { .
mumws\\w M_mo ovmowﬁa a sigpificant personalization trend, with a Smwﬂ. Emr Emmomnmo of
party leaders as main actors (58.5%), but with a very low representation of citizens (3.3%).
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Table 17.2 Relation of each variable and engagement level means (F values) (N=282)

F values **p<.001

Type of content

0.33
Type of scenario 0.44
Main actor 0.81
Actor mentioned 371
Intention 1.06
Main issue 7694
Hashtag 0.63
Use of formal affordances 7.66%%

{musie, effects, stickers, text on image, captiors)

However, most of the actors were politicians from other parties (34%), as well as other polit-
ical parties (28.7%). It is worth noting that the most common aim of the videos was negative
campaigning {63.1%), meaning that political parties tend to use TikTok to criticize political
opponents (especially so m the case of @partidopopular.es) and other political parties (most
evident for @ahorapodemos), just as they do in traditional political narratives, Other videos
were used for information diffusion and promotion (20.2%), and for mobilizatior (16.7%).

To measure the effect of using politainment resources on levels of engagement, we
conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) test for all categories included. Most of the
formal indicators, which were dummy variables, were aggregated into a single variable to
add up the use of ali TikTok affordances for editing the videos, As we expected, including
entertainment-based narratives on TikTok videos leads to higher engagement compared 1o
more fraditional namatives. Table 17.2 iilustrates the statistically significant effects of two
content-based variables ~ the main actor mentioned F(4) = 3.71, p<.001 and the main issue
F(12)=17.69, p<.001 — and of the use of format-based variables F(2) = 7.66, p<.001.

As expected, supporting previous research, when political parties posted videos using
TikTok’s main affordances this was associated with a significantly higher level of engagement
compared to videos without these resources (Ballesteros-Herencia, 2020). Unexpectedly,
when videos mainly referred to another political party or leader, they also received higher
levels of engagement. This finding connects to the idea of TikTek as a scenario or political
arena for battle games and attacks on opponents (Cervi & Marin-L1adé, 2021), Similarly, the
type of issue porrayed in the videos was also significant in terms of engagement, with gender
and special education issues - both considered to be social issues and therefore “soft” content
—scoring higher levels of engagement than other topics.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter specifically explored the idiosyncrasy of TikTok regarding the framework of
digital architectures of social networks (Bossetta, 2018} in order to identify which of the
platform’s main affordances may be useful in political contexts. Based on the political spectac-
ularization trend, we specifically examined to what extent Spanish political parties have used
politainment resources on their official TikTok accounts as part of their visual communication
strategy, as well as the impact on levels of engagement.

TikTok’s main affordances for connecting with pop culture, as with other visual-centric
social networks (Russmann et al., 2019), remain unexploited in political contexts. Our findings
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were consistent with those of previous studies (Cervi & Marin-Llado, 2021; Cervi et al., 2021}
that point out how poljtical parties do not seem to be taking fuil advantage of the opportunities
that TikTok offers for interacting with young users, and that they are rather attempting to use
“I5kTok as a new visual communication tool while employing oid communication patterns.
H1 was supported since most poiitical parties have used TikTok to broadcast their messages
employing traditional storytelling methods, as unidirectional channels of promotion. However,
some differences between traditional and newer political parties were detected, especially in
the case of @ahorapodemos, 2 party that was the first to introduce technical affordances and
use platform specific language (Cervi et al., 2021).

Our study shows that, although political spectacularization based on politainment resources
is clearly linked to visual platforms, its presence in the political parties’ strategies on TikTok,
hoth in terms of entertainmeni-based formats and content, is still scarce. However, when polit-
ical parties incorporated creative styles and narTatives, emotionality and soft content narratives
into their communicative repertoire, their videos scored higher levels of engagement. H2 was
therefore also supported, since TikTok videos including entertainment-based narratives lead
to higher levels of engagement. Also, the use of traditional political storyielling based on
attacking political opponents and the “softening” of political communication content (Ofto &t
al., 2016) can also work on TikTok to make a higher impact.

This exploratory study contributes toward the growing understanding of the role of
short-video platforms in political contexts from a visual communication perspective. Political
consultants may use these contributions to formuiate concrete proposals concerning the design
of their communication strategies, Further comparative studies on the use of TikTok in other
countries would help to increase our understanding of the potential of this social platform,
not cnly for political organizations but also for image management strategies among political
leaders.

NOTES

1. The Partido Popular has recently changed its official TikTok account from @partidopopular.es to
@partidopopular, )

2. Forall categorical formats, variable agreements were 106%. For categorical content variables, reli-
ability estimates for each category were calculated using Scott’s Pi (see Scott, 1953). Specifically,
the reliability rare for type of coutent was .91; for main issue .92; for main actor .96; for actor
mentioned .94; and for video intention .90.
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