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A typology of Danish politicians’ motives for using social media in a hybrid 
media environment 

Sanne Lund Clement & Majbritt K. Severin-Nielsen 

This article is still work-in-progress and currently lacks the introductory parts, including state-of-the-art and 
a section that elaborates on the Danish study context. The article seeks to answer the following research 
question: “Are the Danish Members of Parliament’s main motives for using social media related to their stra-
tegic political postures, and how do they perceive the role of these platforms in their broader communication 
strategies?”.  

Theory and theoretical expectations 

The theoretical background to the article is the theory of strategic political postures and political marketing 
orientation combined with initial theoretical knowledge of politicians’ motives for using social media. The 
aim of this section is to briefly introduce the theories and develop more clear theoretical expectations of the 
associations between politicians’ overall strategy and their motives for using specific communication plat-
forms such as social media. 

According to the theory of strategic political postures and political marketing orientation, politicians can 
take different strategic postures, that is “different competitive positions that political actors can adopt” 
(Henneberg, 2006, p. 33) to obtain their strategic goals. These postures will influence, if and how they use 
specific political communication platforms such as social media (see e.g. Henneberg, 2006; Ormrod & Henne-
berg, 2010). Overall, in terms from commercial marketing literature, politicians can choose to: “lead the mar-
ket by identifying and fulfilling latent demands […], to follow the market by conducting large amounts of 
research on customer preferences and then developing an offering to fulfill these explicit needs […], or finally 
to integrate both postures” (Ormrod & Henneberg, 2010, pp. 295-296). Based on this conceptual framework, 
the theory develops three ideal typical strategic political postures among politicians: The Convinced Ideologist 
(CI), which selects a leading approach and is mainly oriented towards the political content and policymaking. 
According to Henneberg (2006), politicians utilizing this posture consider: “Preferences of voters or current 
opinion shifts [to be] […] secondary” (Henneberg, 2006, p. 36), and their communication is mainly focused 
on convincing voters of the relevance of what they have to offer politically (Henneberg, 2006, pp. 36-37). On 
the other hand, The Tactical Populist (TP) selects a following approach and therefore political communication 
platforms: “are applied to ensure that the political propositions on offer are always in sync with public opin-
ion” (Henneberg, 2006, p. 37). Finally, The Relationship Builder (RB) uses a combined leading and following 
approach and has a more long-term perspective, where the aim is to develop new, binding relationships with 
voters (Henneberg, 2006, pp. 38-39).  

From the existing literature on politicians’ motives for adopting social media, we know that they use the 
platforms to broadcast political messages, i.e. “to inform followers about their activities, stances and ideas” 
(Svensson, Russmann, & Cezayirlioğlu, 2020, p. 150), to engage with voters, i.e. “connecting with the voters, 
getting feedback on political issues, discuss politics more continuously, and engaging more voters than pre-
vious media” (Enli & Skogerbø, 2013, p. 764), to gain insights into the current public opinion on a political 
issue  (see e.g. Farkas & Schwartz, 2018; McGregor, 2020a), and/or to mobilize voters, i.e. “to translate online 
engagement into real action” (Enli & Skogerbø, 2013, p. 764). 
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Based on the theory presented above, I expect the CI to be more skeptical of social media than the TP 
and RB, as the new platforms may be seen as something that: “interfere[s] with the purity of the political 
offering”, as Henneberg explains it (Henneberg, 2006, p. 36). When they adopt social media, I expect broad-
casting to be a more important motive for the CI, as it can be used as a tool to convince voters of the relevance 
of their political offer similar to traditional news media. In the case of the TP, I expect monitoring of the public 
opinion through social media to be a dominant motive. Finally, I expect dialogue to be an important motive 
for the RB, as this will help them build more long-term relationships with voters. Here, it is important to 
emphasize that the motives are not mutually exclusive, and for example the TP is likely to use social media 
to broadcast political messages as well but based on their knowledge of the public opinion. The theoretical 
expectations should therefore merely be seen as orientations towards specific use motives. 

Methods and data 

Data 

The results presented in this article are based on an interview study among Danish Members of Parliament 
(MPs) conducted in January to August 2021 about the use of social media in their communication. After the 
initial briefing, the interview guide consisted of five themes: (1) How the MPs have experienced the emer-
gence of social media in politics, and whether it has changed the way they communicate with citizens and 
journalists, (2) Their own use of social media in their communication, (3) Their access to and use of traditional 
news media in their communication, (4) The role and perceived importance of social media compared to 
traditional media, and (5) Positive and negative implications of the emergence of social media for the Danish 
democracy. The interviews were semi-structured and had a duration between 20 and 65 minutes. All inter-
views were conducted online via Microsoft Teams, Skype, or telephone due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
were recorded and transcribed prior to the analysis. 

The final interview sample consisted of interviews with 18 MPs, including a pilot interview that was con-
ducted prior to the interview study. The interviewees were selected via purposive sampling, and the aim was 
to obtain maximum variation on the studied phenomenon (i.e. politicians’ social media use) to gain a better 
understanding of the conditions that may influence how these media are used. This is also in the literature 
known as “maximum variation sampling” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019). The sampling included elements of con-
venience sampling as well, because of the gatekeeper issues that are involved in conducting interview studies 
among political elites (Goldstein, 2002). To ensure variation on the studied phenomenon, I invited MPs that 
varied on four background factors, which are known to have a possible influence on politicians’ social media 
use: political party (see e.g. de Vreese, Esser, Aalberg, Reinemann, & Stanyer, 2018; Ernst, Esser, Blassnig, & 
Engesser, 2019; Gil de Zúñiga, Koc Michalska, & Römmele, 2020), gender (see e.g. Beltran, Gallego, Huidobro, 
Romero, & Padró, 2021; Meeks, 2016; Sandberg & Öhberg, 2017), experience and role in the parliament (see 
e.g. Fowler, Franz, Martin, Peskowitz, & Ridout, 2021), and the geographic location of the constituency, 
where the MP was elected. A total of 48 MPs were invited to participate in the study via personal network, 
inquiries on e-mail, and/or telephonic contact to their secretaries. Out of these, 18 agreed to participate, 18 
declined the invitation, and 12 did not respond to any of the inquiries. In the interview sample, there is a 
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reasonable spread on the background factors, except of a slight overrepresentation of male MPs1 and a slight 
underrepresentation of MPs, who currently possess a powerful position in the parliament2. 

Analytical strategy 

The analytical approach in the study was inspired by thematic analysis (see e.g. Terry, Hayfield, Clarke, & 
Braun, 2017). First, we familiarized ourselves with the data through thorough readings of the transcribed 
interviews, while we took notes of initial observations. Secondly, all the interviews were coded by a single 
coder. In this phase, an abductive approach was utilized, as a predefined list of social media use motives 
among politicians and other relevant codes was made prior to the analysis, while we remained open to the 
emergence of new empirical codes in the work with the data. The predefined code list is enclosed in Appendix 
2. Third, the recurring motives for using social media were identified based on the initial codes. 

To answer the research question, the analysis for this article is conducted in three steps. The first part 
of the analysis provides an overview of, which social media platforms the Danish MPs use, and which target 
audiences they aim at communicating to on different platforms. The empirical background for this part of 
the analysis is all 18 interviews. In the following section, it is examined, whether the main motives for using 
social media is related to the MPs’ strategic political posture. The third and final part of the analysis relates 
the findings in the second part to the MPs’ broader communicative strategies and examines whether the 
strategic political posture influences the perceived importance of social media in the MPs’ communication 
compared to traditional news media. The empirical background to the second and third parts of the analysis 
will be the most clear-cut examples of MPs with different strategic postures following a critical case logic: If 
no differences can be identified here, the strategic political posture is unlikely to influence MPs’ motives for 
using social media in other cases (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 230). 

The MPs were classified into different strategic political postures prior to the analysis based on their 
answers in the interviews and prior knowledge of the MPs from the Danish public. The MPs were not asked 
directly asked about their strategic posture in the interviews but were asked indirectly through a question 
about their reasons to go into politics. In addition to this, answers to questions about their communicative 
strategies also revealed information about the underlying posture.  

Results 

Most used social media platforms among Danish MPs 

A quantitative content analysis conducted preliminary to the interview study revealed that 94 % of the Danish 
Members of Parliament (MPs) had a public site on Facebook, close to 92 % had a profile on Twitter, and 78 
% had a public account on Instagram in the 3rd quarter of 2020. The interview study confirmed that these 
were also the most used social media platforms among parliamentary members in Denmark, but most of the 
interviewees consider Facebook and Twitter more important communication platforms than Instagram. As 
for Facebook, all but one of the participants in the study had a public site on this platform (n=17), and they 
all used the platform actively in their communication to varying degrees. Facebook is considered important 
for the MPs, because they perceive it as the social media platform that holds the broadest user group. This 

 
1 27 % of the interviewees are females, and 72 % are males. By comparison, the distribution is 40 % female and 60 % 
male MPs in the Danish parliament. 
2 Only one active minister in the Danish government agreed to participate in the study. In addition to this, three MPs, 
who currently possess a high position in their political party, participated. 
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enables them to communicate directly to a broad group of “common Danes” (Interviewee 13) or “ordinary 
citizens” (Interviewee 2), as they express it, via one single platform. It is, however, also a common perception 
among the MPs that the younger voters have moved to other social media platforms and are no longer so 
easily reached via Facebook. Their use of Facebook is therefore oriented towards the slightly older audiences, 
fellow party members, and the political party’s support bases in the areas, where the MPs were elected for 
parliament. As a middle-aged male MP explains it: “Facebook is in many ways my broadest platform, where 
I can reach many different types, perhaps also the slightly older audience, that is more mature people and 
more ordinary people. Many of my fellow party members and the people I know through the party organisa-
tion can be reached there” (Interviewee 3). 

Twitter is also used actively by the MPs but is targeted at a narrower audience. All except one of the 
interviewees has a public profile on Twitter (n=17), and out of these 14 report that they use the platform 
actively in their communication in an everyday context. In the interviews, it is consistently mentioned that 
Twitter is used to communicate to three specific groups: “directly with journalists and to journalists” (Inter-
viewee 4), “share [something] with the political Denmark” (Interviewee 5), and “party political infights with 
politicians that disagree with me” (Interviewee 6). A male MP also summarizes it altogether as communica-
tion to “Tordenskjold’s soldiers” (Interviewee 2). In the interview, he elaborates on what he means by this 
expression: 

“It is those who take up a lot of space in the societal debate. Some of them may be [our party’s political] 
supporters, but it can also be journalists and opinion formers. Some media like to use tweets in their news-

paper articles or; When online newspapers like EkstraBladet.dk or BT.dk follow an issue over a day, they 
may cite one’s Tweet. They want small quotes so it is in a format they can use, and sometimes they embed 

the tweet, so that some people may even be encouraged to click on your profile and follow you” (Inter-
viewee 2). 

Research finds it to be a still more common practice that traditional news media use social media platforms, 
and particularly Twitter, as a source of political news (see e.g. Broersma & Graham, 2012; Marchetti & Cec-
cobelli, 2016; Splendore & Rega, 2017). As evident from the quote, the MPs are also aware of this new jour-
nalistic practice and try to utilize it in their favor by being present on Twitter, thereby hoping to increase their 
presence in the traditional news media as well. 

From the interviews, Instagram appear to be the social media platform that is currently less well-inte-
grated in the Danish MPs’ social media strategies. Of the 18 interviewees, 16 have a public account on Insta-
gram but only nine use it actively in their everyday political communication. In addition to this, two MPs are 
active on the platform but consider it to be a media, they use in their private lives, more than a political 
communication platform. That voters follow them on the platform is more an unintended consequence of 
them having a public account on Instagram than the result of a conscious political communication strategy, 
at least from the beginning. As a younger male MP expresses it: “I made my Instagram before I was elected 
to the Folketing [the Danish parliament] and has been there as everyone else has been there (…). Now I prob-
ably still use it most to be private-ish – but still with the aim that I can see many of my followers, except a lot 
of old friends and fellow students, are from the area, where I was elected” (Interviewee 7).  

Many MPs express that they currently experiment with the platform and have some fun using it because 
of the image-borne communication that is characteristic of this platform. However, they  have still not 

 
3 An overview of the interviewees is provided in Appendix 2. 
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completely figured out how to use it as a political communication tool: “I think Instagram has been difficult 
for me to crack the code on [how to use], and I don’t think I have completely cracked it, because I am a family 
father from [home town] with two children” (Interviewee 8), “I haven’t seen any politicians who have cracked 
the code 100 percent on how to use it actively” (Interviewee 9), and “It’s more fun and games, with a twinkle 
in the eye, and I don’t put much effort into it” (Interviewee 3). Many of the MPs, however, see a potential in 
the platform to increase the reach of their political communication among the younger voters and to show a 
more personal site of themselves and their everyday lives. As a female MP explains, however, revealing a 
more personal site does not come without costs: 

“You really need to have the courage to show another and more personal site of yourself, which is more 
unpolished for it to work in my opinion. And where do we find the boundary between being private and per-

sonal, how much do you share about yourself? And I think if you are very radical in your opinions, it can 
quickly backfire a bit. (…) It would be very demotivating for me if I constantly received hate e-mails or ugly 

messages for example, right” (Interviewee 9). 

Finally, three of the MPs bring up the professional social media LinkedIn as a platform, they use for political 
communication, in the interviews. They primarily use the platform to communicate to private companies and 
self-employed, because they are considered easier to reach here than on other social media. One of the MPs 
also mention that he uses the platform to connect with specific voter groups in his constituency to increase 
the awareness of his political work. In addition to LinkedIn, a younger male MP has also experimented with 
TikTok to communicate political messages to younger voters “with a twinkle in the eye” (Interviewee 4), as 
he explains it, meaning that he tried to appeal to the group by being present on their social media platforms 
and using their language. Even though he still has a profile, he has now stopped using it because of the cri-
tique there has been of low data security and surveillance on the TikTok platform in the Danish public in the 
summer 2020 (see e.g. Lind & Norup, 2021).  

Strategic political postures and social media use motives 

In this section, I will examine whether the MPs overall strategic political postures are related to their motives 
for using social media in their communication. From the interviews and preceding knowledge of the MPs 
from the Danish public, five of the MPs can be characterized as Convinced Ideologists (CI), two as Tactical 
Populists (TP), and three as Relationship Builders (RB). The remaining eight interviewees cannot be placed 
clearly in one of the categories and utilize a more combined strategic political posture.  

As for the CIs in the interview data, they have selected different approaches to social media. One distinct 
approach is found in an older female MP on the outermost political left-wing in Denmark. She is one of only 
two MPs, out of the 179 elected for parliament in Denmark, that has chosen not to use any of the social 
media platforms in her political communication. In her case, the reason behind the choice is that she is very 
skeptical of the emergence of social media platforms and the more general professionalization of political 
communication that has taken place since she first was elected to the Danish Parliament before the turn of 
the millennium, with the increased use of political advisors. According to her, these developments have re-
sulted in a diminishing focus on the core of the political work, which she considers to be the content of the 
laws the MPs pass in the parliament, in favor of dissemination and self-representation of individual MPs on 
social media. To remain focused on the political content and as a matter of principle, she has therefore de-
selected social media in her communication altogether. As she explains it: 
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“I also think the quality of the political work has become poorer. And it is because you get points for com-
municating, more than you get points for agency, have opinions, and intentions, so it is a loss for the politi-
cal work. As one of the few, I still read the laws I pass. I don’t think many parliamentary members do that. 
[…] And it worries me that we get more and more spin doctors. It will be the spin doctors, who were proba-
bly educated together, that communicate with each other, and not the politicians that were elected to have 
opinions, views, and drive. And things like that; that development I find alarming. So, for me, it has been an 

either/or [to be on social media]” (Interviewee 10). 

Even though she is not alone in expressing this critique of social media, her response to it is uncommon, and 
the remainder of the CIs (n=4) all use social media to a larger or smaller degree. A common characteristic of 
this group is that they generally prefer to use Facebook and, to some extent, Twitter. Often, their preference 
for Facebook is substantiated with the affordances of the platform, namely that there is no upper limit to the 
length of messages shared on Facebook sites, whereas the maximum length of messages on Twitter is 280 
characters. According to the CIs, this makes Facebook a well-suited platform for sharing more nuanced polit-
ical views and elaborating on political arguments in greater detail than it is possible on other social media 
platforms. As stated by an older male MP: “I only use Facebook because I prefer the slightly longer posts that 
dig a little deeper” (Interviewee 11), and similarly a middle-aged male MP explains: “I communicate to eve-
ryone who can endure reading the slightly longer texts because I often go behind the scenes or try to explain 
some nuances that are not mentioned (…). It is not possible to write on Twitter” (Interviewee 12). The CIs 
mainly use Twitter, because they consider it necessary to be on this platform if they want to reach journalists 
as well. Instagram, on the other hand, is less widely used in this group. One of the CIs is directly critical of the 
more personal political communication that pertains to the Instagram platform and does not think it belongs 
in politics: “I simply don’t bother, and it is not me to take a lot of pictures, neither of me nor of what I do, I 
don’t think it is anyone’s business. And I thinks it’s extremely uninteresting, that is why I don’t […]; I really 
don’t give a damn what people get for dinner” (Interviewee 12). This should be seen in the light of his own 
way of communicating, in which he is very oriented towards the political content and wishes to present nu-
anced arguments for his political views, but almost never portrays a more personal site of himself. The other 
CIs express more neutral opinions towards Instagram but do not use it actively in their political communica-
tion either.  

For the CIs, a central motive for using social media is that they thereby get another platform, where they 
can broadcast their political views and opinions. Here, it also becomes very clear that they have selected a 
leading approach, as they do not adjust their communication to fit specific target audiences, and they do not 
seem very reflective of who the target audiences are either. They do not think the end justifies the means, 
when it comes to communication, and what is most important for the CIs is to express their views and opin-
ions in a nuanced way. Who the messages reach is up to the audiences when the posts are uploaded, and 
the MPs just hope it has some kind of impact. A male MP expresses it the following way: 

”Well, I break all the rules, as I often write quite long posts to provide nuances, but also to give people my 
opinion and describe how I think it should be implemented. It sometimes takes half a novel, they need to get 

through, and things like that rarely give; well, it’s easier to write “ass” and you get a lot of likes and reac-
tions […]. But it is completely conscious that I try to do something else to sort out all the idiots from the 

start, and I think those who are interested, sincerely interested in what I mean, I don’t have to underesti-
mate their intelligence. So, they can read it if they want, but what’s important for me is that it’s accessible 

to them [on social media]” (Interviewee 12). 
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Theoretically, it was expected that dialogue with voters is a less important motive for using social media 
among the CIs, but this expectation cannot be supported fully empirically. While two of the CIs do not attrib-
ute much value to dialogue with voters on the social media platforms, the other two express a wish to engage 
in dialogue with voters on social media. However, because of the vast number of inquiries they receive on 
various communication platforms, they lack the time to engage properly in a dialogue about them all. As a 
middle-aged female MP explains: “If you are a part of political negotiations or prepare policy proposals, […] 
then you do not have the time to be on social media all the time. But I have a principle that I want to answer, 
not all messages because it’s not possible right, but I want to see them all” (Interviewee 6). 

Turning to the TPs in the data (n=2), their preferred communication platform is Facebook and, to some 
extent, Twitter as well. Their motive for being on Twitter is similar to the CIs to reach journalists and be cited 
in the traditional Danish news media, while their motives for using Facebook is somewhat different from the 
CIs. The main motive to use Facebook is not the affordances of the platform but rather to be where their 
target audiences are. As a middle-aged female MP, who represents Greenland in the Danish Parliament, 
simply puts it on a question about why Facebook is the social media platform she uses most actively: “It is 
because I was elected in Greenland, and Facebook is the very largest media in Greenland” (Interviewee 9).  

Broadcasting of political messages is also an important motive for using social media among the TPs in 
the data but compared to the CIs, they are much more aware of who their target audiences are and try to 
adjust their messages, so that is appealing to them. Both TPs use Facebook metrics such as the number of 
likes and comments to posts to assess what works, what does not, and adjust their communication accord-
ingly. As a younger male MP explains it: “I only communicate what I expect people to be interested in. […] In 
many parties, they make some graphics, and in [my party] it is; we also make graphics, but I don’t think the 
people, who voted for me, are interested in seeing a general graphic about how we get more Danish nature 
and untouched forests. Well, I think they want to know what their local candidate thinks of something and is 
doing” (Interviewee 7). Especially for the female MP, dialogue with voters also constitute an important mo-
tive for using social media in her communication, but she uses it primarily as a tool to monitor, which political 
issues that preoccupy people’s mind at the time being, for example through live question sessions on her 
Facebook site. In that way, she can ensure that her communication is always “in sync” with the current public 
opinion. In Greenland, where she was elected for parliament, there has been a tendency to perceive politi-
cians as superior people that look down on the general population. In the light of this, she has selected a 
more following-oriented approach to dissociate herself from this classical perception: “I don’t just sit as this 
superior person or what you want to call it, that decides everything, but actually want to hear what people 
have to say” (Interviewee 9). 

Finally, the RBs in the interview data (n=3) is the group that uses the broadest set of social media plat-
forms in their political communication. All the RBs have public profiles on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram 
and use them actively in their communication – or have done so in the near past. At the time of the interview, 
one of the RBs is taking a break from Facebook and Instagram, not because he dislikes the platforms as such, 
but because he is critical of Facebook’s business model and is worried it might damage democracy. Even 
though they do not necessarily consider the three platforms to be of equal importance in their communica-
tion, the RBs acknowledge that they hold different potentials and can be used to connect with different au-
diences. For example, a middle-aged male MP says:  
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“Well, on Facebook there are many of our common followers; I am the social policy and employment 
spokesperson [of the party] and works a lot with those things, and it is typically on my Facebook profile, 
where these followers are. So, I communicate that type of policy, and also green policy. […] As for Insta-

gram, its mostly lifestyle posts and posts to young people. And then Twitter is where the journalists are. In 
addition to this, there is also a discussion and debate culture on Twitter, but it is especially where the jour-

nalists are present, if you try to get in the news with something” (Interviewee 13). 

Compared to the other strategic postures, the RBs assign much greater importance to dialogue with voters 
on social media in the interviews. Especially for two of the RBs, dialogue and other forms of direct engage-
ment with voters is a main motive for their use of social media. The third RB consider dialogue to be important 
as well, but equal to the CIs he describes lack of time as a barrier to engage properly in dialogue on his public 
social media profiles: “Sometimes, I simply don’t have time to anything else than to write my update, and 
then others can take the discussion” (Interviewee 4). Instead, he is active in a variety of Facebook groups, 
where he engages with people that shares his interest for specific political issues and tries to mobilize voters 
to help promote his cause. The RBs consider dialogue to be a tool to build more long-lasting relationships 
with the voters and not merely an instrument to measure the current public opinion. For example, an older 
male MP describes his approach the following way: 

“I think it has been difficult for some of my colleagues to understand the premises of the media; that you 
build up a relation. You can’t buy a relation, or yes you can to some extent; you can boost [your posts], and 
you can do all sorts of things. In that connection, I had a very different approach because I have never spent 
as much as one crown [Danish currency] on building up my Facebook group. All the 60,000 people that have 

chosen to follow me have done it of their own free will, without being pushed to it. […] Some of my col-
leagues […] didn’t know how to engage in dialogue with their followers and how to start a conversation that 

was interesting. I have built up my group [of followers] over a long time and that also mean that […] I 
avoided some of the unpleasant troll fights” (Interviewee 14). 

The RBs also use social media to broadcast political messages to voters, but even here there is usually always 
an underlying consideration of how to create positive interactions with voters, facilitate a good debate cul-
ture on their sites, and how they can inspire them politically – also when the followers do not agree with the 
political views and visions of the MP. 

Perceived importance of social media in broader communication strategies 

It is broadly acknowledged in the existing literature that social media has become an integrated part of poli-
ticians’ communication alongside more traditional communication platforms, such as presence in a variety 
of traditional news media. This final part of the analysis will examine whether the perceived importance of 
social media in the MPs’ broader communication strategies also varies with the strategic political posture.  

Whereas clear differences could be identified between the strategic political postures regarding their 
motives for using social media, the picture is more mixed when it comes to the perceived importance of these 
platforms in their broader communicative strategies. From the interview data, there cannot be drawn any 
conclusions that the strategic political posture should influence the perceived importance of social media as 
communication platforms. On the contrary, the same overall conclusion is reached across the three postures, 
namely that the MPs use all the communication platforms that are available to them, may it be social media 
or traditional news media, to reach as broad an audience as possible. Each of the media platforms comes 
with their own possibilities and challenges, which the MPs’ try to utilize in their favor as best as they can. As 
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an older male MP says: “If you want to get out with something, then my method is to use the good contact 
that I have to number of newspapers in combination with that I put it on Facebook” (Interviewee 11), and 
similarly a female MP explains: “When it is large political issues, we will both use traditional media and social 
media but from two different angles” (Interviewee 9). 

From the interviews, four factors seem to be much more influential in explaining the perceived im-
portance of social media in the broader communication strategies than the strategic political posture. Firstly, 
the MPs’ access to traditional media and their reach on social media influence how profound a role social 
media play in their communication compared to traditional news media. Whereas the MPs’ can communicate 
relatively freely on their social media, the same is not the case in traditional news media, where the content 
is filtered by journalistic selection criteria. Among the interviewees, some experience better access to tradi-
tional media than others, for example because they are well-known in the Danish public, possess a powerful 
position in the Folketing, or their way of communicating appeals to traditional news media. For the ones, 
who experience poor access, social media generally play a more profound role in their communication, as 
they use it as an alternative way to communicate their political views and opinions to the Danish public. On 
the other hand, several of the interviewees emphasize that social media also play a more profound role for 
the MPs, who have built up a large follower base on social media. A younger male MP explains:  

“If I can build up a huge profile on social media, and people follow me there, it can be at least as effective 
[as traditional news media]. […] To mention one from my own party [name of colleague] […] does not need 
the media to get his message out. He can just communicate directly with his more than 60,000 followers on 
Facebook, and then the media will also call him afterwards to hear why he wrote as he did in his status up-

date, right” (Interviewee 4). 

A second influential factor is the legitimacy-impact nexus. By this concept, I mean that the MPs’ sometimes 
experience a trade-off between appearing legitimate in the Danish public and to focus their time on the 
communication platform(s) they perceive to be the most effective to reach short-term strategic goals. A 
younger male MP describes the trade-off as follows: “I my area, there lives around 70,000 people and hardly 
5,000 read a local newspaper, so in that way; the effect of communicating there is marginal, but it is im-
portant to be present, because […] it gives you a legitimacy to mean something politically. Campaign-wise it 
is less important for me. There it is more important that I make some posts [on social media]” (Interviewee 
7). Even though the MPs in some cases, like the one described by the MP in the quote, consider social media 
to be a more effective communication platform, they often choose to communicate via traditional media as 
well to gain legitimacy. The MPs are well aware that there is no journalistic filter on their social media plat-
forms and that it may not be ranked as highly by the voters as traditional news media, where the political 
messages have received some sort of journalistic “quality stamp”.  

The third factor is the infrastructure of local news media in the area, where the MPs were elected for 
parliament. In Denmark, there are both national traditional media and local and regional traditional media, 
but there are large variations in the density of the more local news media across the country. Whereas some 
areas are covered by several local media, other areas almost do not have any. From the interviews, it was 
clear that MPs that were elected in a constituency with a well-developed infrastructure of local news media 
generally put a greater emphasis on traditional media platforms in their communication than other MPs. The 
reason behind this is that they with the local news media get a platform that is more accessible than national 
news media, and where they can reach voters from their own constituencies more directly. This, however, 
also depended on how engaged the MP was in local political issues compared to national political issues. 
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Especially for the MPs elected in the more rural areas of Denmark, local news media constituted a most 
important platform for them to present themselves as the local parliamentary candidate. This did not elimi-
nate the importance of social media in their communication; local news media were just another important 
platform for them. 

The fourth and final factor is that the MPs sometimes take on different roles in traditional news media 
compared to social media in a party-centered system like the Danish. Whereas the MPs mostly represent 
themselves and their own political views and opinions on their social media platforms, they are often repre-
sentatives of their political party, when they appear in the national traditional media. The traditional and 
social media thereby serve different functions in their communication and are important for different rea-
sons. A younger male MP explains the different roles he takes on the two platforms this way: 

“If I seek reelection, and I want to get in direct contact with someone who would potentially vote for me, 
social media is something special, because I can build up a follower-base that is interested in me and my po-

litical project. […] If we make a large [political] reform, and it is important for [my political party] to mark 
themselves on it, the most important thing for me is not to write a Facebook update, but that I actually get 
out in some [traditional] media on behalf of our party. That way our members and people more broadly can 

see that »Okay, [they] are here«” (Interviewee 4). 

Conclusion 

• The main conclusion of the study is that there can be identified some differences between the social 
media use motives of MPs with different strategic political postures. 

• At the same time, however, the different postures also share a lot of the same motives, and they all 
consider social media to be equally important in their broader communicative strategies. This might 
be a consequence of an external pressure to be on social media & general lack of time in their eve-
ryday political working lifes. 

• Differences and similarities will be displayed in a sum-up table like the one below. 
 

 Convinced Ideologist Tactical Populist Relationship Builder 

Preferred social media 
platforms(s) 

Facebook, Twitter The choice depends on 
the preferences of their 

target audiences 

Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram 

Main motives Broadcasting, dia-
logue (lacks time to 

engage fully) 

Broadcasting, monitoring 
of the public opinion,  

dialogue 

Broadcasting,  
dialogue, mobiliza-

tion 

Perceived importance of 
social media in broader 
communication strategy 

Utilizes all platforms 
available 

Utilizes all platforms 
available 

Utilizes all platforms 
available 
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Appendix 1: Pre-defined code list 

Note: Codes are not mutually exclusive. 

Political motives/purposes for using social media 

Code Explanation References 

“Broadcast political 
messages” 

Social media use is motivated by a wish: “to 
inform followers about their activities, stances 

and ideas” (Svensson et al., 2020: p. 150). 

(Bor, 2013; Enli & Skogerbø, 
2013; Kalsnes, 2016; Klinger & 
Russmann, 2017; Suiter, 2015; 

Svensson et al., 2020) 

“Engagement with 
voters” 

Social media use is motivated by a wish to: 
“connecting with the voters, getting feedback 
on political issues, discuss politics more con-

tinuously, and engaging more voters than pre-
vious media” (Enli & Skogerbø, 2013: p. 764). 

(Bor, 2013; Enli & Skogerbø, 
2013; Farkas & Schwartz, 2018; 
Hoffmann, Suphan, & Meckel, 

2016; Jun Hyun Ryoo & Bendle, 
2017; Kalsnes, 2016; Klinger & 
Russmann, 2017; Lilleker et al., 
2017; McGregor, 2020; Suiter, 

2015) 

Sub-code 1: “Get 
feedback on policy 

proposals” 

Social media use is motivated by a wish to get 
quick feedback on policy proposals from vot-

ers. 

 (Enli & Skogerbø, 2013; 
Kalsnes, 2016) 

Sub-code 2: “Moni-
tor the public opin-

ion” 

Social media use is motivated by a wish to 
monitor the public opinion on an issue via 

voter engagement on the platforms. 

(Farkas & Schwartz, 2018; Hoff-
mann et al., 2016; McGregor, 

2020) 

Sub-code 3: “Dia-
logue with voters” 

Social media is motivated by a wish to engage 
in direct dialogue with voters because of: “The 
interactive capabilities of social network site 
technology that enable two-way communica-

tion between politicians and citizens” (Bor, 
2013: p. 1199). 

 (Bor, 2013; Enli & Skogerbø, 
2013; Kalsnes, 2016; Klinger & 

Russmann, 2017) 

“Mobilize voters” Social media use is motivated by a wish: “to 
translate online engagement into real action” 

(Enli & Skogerbø, 2013: p. 764”). 

(Bor, 2013; Enli & Skogerbø, 
2013; Hoffmann et al., 2016; 

Kalsnes, 2016; Klinger & Russ-
mann, 2017; Suiter, 2015; 

Svensson et al., 2020) 

“Self-promotion” Social media use is motivated by a wish to 
make: “individualized or personalized cam-

paign communications” (Hoffman et al., 2016: 
p. 243). 

 (Enli & Skogerbø, 2013; Hoff-
mann et al., 2016; Karlsen & En-
jolras, 2016; Kreiss, Lawrence, & 
McGregor, 2018; Suiter, 2015; 

Svensson et al., 2020) 

“Bypass the media” Social media use is motivated by a wish: “to 
directly address interested and like-minded 

communities and present their positions while 
circumventing the classical media agenda” 

(Hoffmann et al. 2016: p. 243). 

 (Bor, 2013; Hoffmann et al., 
2016; Jungherr, 2016; Kalsnes, 
2016; Skovsgaard & van Dalen, 

2013) 
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“Influence the media 
agenda” 

Social media is motivated by a wish to: “set 
the agendas and shape the frames of journal-

ists and influence campaign coverage in legacy 
media” (Kreiss et al. 2018: pp. 16–17).  

 (Farkas & Schwartz, 2018; 
Kreiss et al., 2018) 

Social media platforms 

“Facebook” Motive relates to Facebook - 

“Twitter” Motive relates to Twitter - 

“Instagram” Motive relates to Instagram - 

“General reference 
to social media; no 

specific platform(s)” 

Motive relates to social media in general - 

Strategic political postures 
“The Convinced Ide-

ologist” 
“The Convinced Ideologists (CI) scores high on 
the leading-scale while its following capabili-
ties are not fully developed. This posture is 

characterised by a clear focal point for policy-
making (…). Preferences of voters or current 
opinion shifts are secondary” (Henneberg, 

2006: p. 36). 

 (Henneberg, 2006; Ormrod & 
Henneberg, 2010) 

“The Tactical Popu-
list” 

“The Tactical Populist (TP) (…) is diametrically 
opposed to the Convinced Ideologist. Being 

characterised by following more than leading, 
this party is clearly outward-looking, and feel-
ing the political pulse of the electorate is its 

most important strategic aim. Therefore, stra-
tegic marketing techniques are applied to en-

sure that the political propositions on offer 
are always in sync with public opinion” 

(Henneberg, 2006: p. 36). 

(Henneberg, 2006; Ormrod & 
Henneberg, 2010) 

“The Relationship 
Builder” 

“The Relationship Builder (RB) (…) scores rela-
tively high on both dimensions of marketing: 
leading and following. (…) A focus on longer-
term relationships, away from a purely trans-
actional focus (e.g., winning the next election) 
by using a relational management concept, is 
often seen as a paradigmatic shift away from 

mechanistic marketing mix considerations and 
the 4P concept” (Henneberg, 2006: pp. 38–

39). 

(Henneberg, 2006; Ormrod & 
Henneberg, 2010) 

Other pre-defined codes 
“Imagined audience” The audience that the politicians believe they 

communicate to on different social media 
platforms. 

(Kreiss et al., 2018) 
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“Affordances” The capabilities of the platforms, i.e.: “what 
various platforms are actually capable of do-

ing and perceptions of what they enable, 
along with the actual practices that emerge as 
people interact with platforms” (Kreiss et al. 

2018, p. 19). 

(Kreiss et al., 2018) 

Appendix 2: Overview of interviewees mentioned in the article 

Interviewee 1 Middle-aged male MP on the political right-
wing 

Interviewee 2 Middle-aged male MP on the political right-
wing 

Interviewee 3 Middle-aged male MP on the political left-
wing 

Interviewee 4 Younger male MP on the political left-wing 

Interviewee 5 Middle-aged female MP on the political 
right-wing 

Interviewee 6 Middle-aged female MP on the political 
right-wing 

Interviewee 7 Younger male MP on the political left-wing 

Interviewee 8 Middle-aged male MP on the political left-
wing 

Interviewee 9 Middle-aged female MP on the political left-
wing 

Interviewee 10 Older female MP on the political left-wing 

Interviewee 11 Older male MP on the political right-wing 

Interviewee 12 Middle-aged male MP on the political right-
wing 

Interviewee 13 Middle-aged male MP on the political left-
wing 

Interviewee 14 Older male MP on the political left-wing 
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