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ABSTRACT 

  The world’s leading social network, Facebook, is also the scene of the digital political debate. Despite not having the strength of Twitter, its massive implementation makes this platform an ideal channel to reach a mass audience in practically all over the world, in a context of cyber-politics entrenched in Western societies. The research carried out analyses the typology of the publications and interactions received on the Facebook pages of the five main Spanish political parties (Partido Popular, Partido Socialista Obrero Español, Ciudadanos, Podemos and Izquierda Unida) over the years 2014-2018. A descriptive and longitudinal analysis that explores the appropriation of the platform by the different political actors along 12,468 publications, their relationship with the audience and the algorithm that controls the social network.
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RESUMEN

  La principal red social del mundo, Facebook, también es el escenario del debate político digital. Pese a no tener la fuerza de Twitter, su masiva implantación convierte a esta plataforma en un canal idóneo para llegar a un público de masas en prácticamente todo el mundo, en un contexto de ciberpolítica afianzado en las sociedades occidentales. La investigación llevada a cabo, analiza la tipología de las publicaciones e interacciones recibidas en las páginas de Facebook de los cinco principales partidos políticos españoles (Partido Popular, Partido Socialista Obrero Español, Ciudadanos, Podemos e Izquierda Unida) a lo largo de los años 2014-2018. Un análisis descriptivo y longitudinal que explora la apropiación de la plataforma por parte de los diferentes actores políticos a lo largo de 12.468 publicaciones, su relación con la audiencia y con el algoritmo que controla la red social.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Facebook leads the digital segment of social networks in Spain. According to the study by IAB Spain (2017) this network is the most mentioned in spontaneous knowledge (99%) and has an average use of 3:20 hours of weekly consumption (1:38 hours, according to We are social & Hootsuite, 2018) . It is, in addition, the main network from which access takes place through Tablet and computer, only surpassed by WhatsApp in mobile devices.

  The cocktail analysis (2016) estimates that 88% of Internet users have an account on Facebook. Statista (2016) mentions 24 million as the number of users of this social network is Spain, which is equivalent to almost half of the population.

  The strong Facebook impact at a global level - 2,167 million active users (We are social & Hootsuite, 2018) requires more interest on the part of the scientific community, to research its use and evolution from the point of view of mass communication, although it is not as simple as in other platforms. 

  The strategy of “fenced garden” (Ortiz, 2009; Dans, 2012) of Facebook makes it difficult to extract data to process and analyze them with other types of computer applications.

  This philosophy of internal functioning minimizes the possibilities of going abroad, while strengthening the user experience to maximize the time the user stays in the service. Thus, “what happens on Facebook stays on Facebook” has been one of the reasons why studies on this social network proliferate as it happens with other platforms such as Twitter, where its policy of opening and ecosystem of applications has favored the scientific look of the Academy. 

  However, this type of platform has become a space for public or semi-public conversation where interrelation generates influence (Resina de la Fuente, 2010) and constitutes a new stage of public opinion in a context of 2.0 politics or cyberpolitics. 

  In this 2.0 policy context, this study analyzes the framework that underlies partisan discourse and is used to construct and interpret the “reality of the political world” (Pan and Kosicki, 2001, p. 40) within the main social network of the world: Facebook. 

1.1. Facebook as a platform and its rules of the game

For years, this social network has maintained a neutral discourse as a platform, where users create and publish content. The contents that can be published in this social network are of four types: plain text (now adorned with a background of colors if it does not exceed 130 characters), photographs, videos and links. 

  It is possible to publish several contents, such as text, link and / or video, but for practical and statistical purposes, only one of the contents determines its typology. 

  However, the true richness of this platform - like its counterparts - lies in the interactions of the community. Facebook allows different types of interaction in pages (hereinafter, “fanpages”) at various levels in a public way, from the most basic interaction (click) to more elaborate interactions that demand a greater level of proactivity to the user: 

  I like it: it is the star functionality of Facebook, and allows the community to evaluate what content they like (literally) more. It is situated at the lowest level of interactivity. 

  Reactions: in October 2015 Facebook introduced reactions in Spain and Ireland, symbols similar to emoji that allow you, with a click, to express feelings about a publication (1). Thus, the classic “I like it” was joined by: I love it, it amuses me, it makes me happy, it astonishes me, it makes me sad and it pisses me off. In January 2017, the reactions spread to everyone, but the reaction “it makes me happy” was lost. The reactions show a higher degree of interest than “I like it” in terms of interactivity. 

(1) For more information about each of the reactions, please see the following URL http://www.doubledot.es/blog/como-afectan-al-marketing-las-nuevas-reacciones-de-facebook/ 

Comments: it allows you to visibly display a comment to a post. In March 2013, the response to the responses was introduced (nested comments), which improved the readability of the conversation about a publication. That same year, it was also allowed to upload other types of content to the comments as images. The comments have a medium level of interactivity, while requiring users to write content to share.

  Share the publication: this feature allows you to share a publication on the user’s wall. Over time, this function would be improved, allowing the content to be shared on other managed pages, for example. It supposes the highest level of commitment as long as that shared content will appear on the user’s wall, with the possibility of adding text and / or links that add value to the publication.

  From the point of view of social network analytics, public interactions are interesting insofar as they can be quantified and analyzed to check the performance of a Facebook page with respect to its community.

1.2. The algorithm, the holy grail of communication on Facebook 

A web service whose average session time exceeds 13 minutes allows you to intuit an important work to improve the user experience and make it stay on the platform as long as possible. The guarantor of this action is the Facebook algorithm, responsible for arranging the publications that each user sees when they connect to the platform, distributing and giving a better position to the contents published on this platform (DeVito, 2017). This algorithm is important for several reasons: 

–	First, that users consume content passively: they are uploaded to the wall of each user (instead of going to the Facebook page that shows them). 

  –	Secondly, the algorithm performs a task of filtering and showing / hiding content constantly so that the work of the community manager on Facebook tries to please said algorithm to maximize the scope of the publication. 

  –	Third, Facebook does not use a reverse chronological order as it happens in other platforms Practice in disuse after the abandonment by Twitter (Jahr, 2016) or Instagram (Instagram Blog, 2016). 

The algorithm of Facebook changes constantly. Almost always they are invaluable changes for the end user, but for the administrators of the pages and managers of online communities, every change can suppose a radical transformation in their content strategy. In the last five years, Facebook has made drastic changes in its algorithm (Farucci, 2018, Wallaroo Media, 2018).

  Since June 2014, videos are becoming more and more relevant (Welch, Zhang, 2014) and, although their impact metrics have been questioned (Green, 2015), the changes are driving the video; both traditional formats and live video (Kant, 2016), instigated by the success of direct competitors such as Twitter and Periscope.

  In May 2016, pages that published content very frequently suffered a penalty, a fact that affected media or communication channels of public bodies and even political parties. 

  In general, Facebook has made changes that reduce the organic reach of its publications, either by prioritizing the content of friends and family (September 2016), either because the reactions begin to have more value than the “I like it” (March of 2017). In January 2018, a new update of the algorithm once again placed the natural scope of publications at historical lows (Farucci, 2018).

1.3. Facebook and political communication. State of the art

In the field of cyberpolitics, trying to find the correlation between the “I like it” and the vote to a certain formation has been one of the main motivations of the Academy, although authors such as Barberá and Rivero (2012, 2015)) dismantled this correlation. In the context of Facebook, we have tried to find the relation between the visibility of the “I like it” on the pages and the political bias (Marder et al., 2016) or the Facebook pages have been used to improve political trend algorithms successfully (David et al., 2016). 

  The relationship between Facebook and political communication captured the worldwide -also academic- interest since the Obama phenomenon in 2008 (Cogburn, Espinoza-Vasquez, 2011, Katz, Barris, Jain, 2013, Gerodimos and Justinussen, 2015), a catalyst from which researchers have focused their efforts on finding out whether social networks really have a direct relationship with political commitment (Carlisle, Patton, 2013). Perhaps motivated by the American elections in 2008, the research efforts have focused on the analysis of candidates (Bronstein, 2013, Steinfeld, 2016, Puentes-Rivera, Rúas-Araújo, Dapena-González, 2017) relegating the activity of the political parties to the background. 

  In this segment of work, the contributions of Fenoll and Cano-Oron (2017) stand out with their radiography of an election through the citizen look in the comments of Facebook, or the approach of Magin et al. (2017) to the German and Austrian elections. 

  Thus, the contributions from the university sphere have addressed mainly the perspective of the candidates and, in very specific moments, the electoral elections. Therefore, it is necessary to reflect on the analysis of political communication and consideration of the party as a political subject - more stable than the candidate - as well as the need for longitudinal studies that offer data on the evolution of political communication in these political actors. 

  In this regard, the purpose of this paper is to analyze the activity of political parties over the past four years to determine if the way in which political information has been distributed - by political parties - and the consumption of such information via the interactions of their virtual communities have changed. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

This paper performs a descriptive longitudinal analysis through quantitative analysis, in search of evolutionary patterns throughout the analyzed period, with special interest in the type of content distributed and the generated engagement. 

  Thus, we find ourselves in a study on big data, where “the related tools invite us to rethink the logic of social research and journalism itself from a broader perspective, where the limits between the fields of study and obtaining of information are further blurred.” (Arcila-Calderón, Barbosa-Caro, Cabezuelo-Lorenzo, 2016, page 630)

  Netvizz software was used to capture data, a tool that allowed the retrieval of contents and interactions (Rieder, 2013), and it has been used in numerous studies such as the analysis of hatred speech (Ben-David; Fernández, 2016), or the appropriation of Facebook in electoral contexts (Grömping, 2014, Larsson, 2015, Romero, 2017). 

  Therefore, Netvizz made it possible to extract the data related to the publications and their typology, as well as their interactions: I like it, comments and number of times shared. 

  The temporary dimension includes the period that elapses since 2014 (irruption of the Podemos political formation) until the end of 2017; four years of political activity of the five main state political parties in Spain. This period of time justifies the longitudinal study that tries to deepen the changes happening during four years in the “fanpage” of Partido Popular, Partido Socialista Obrero Español, Ciudadanos, Podemos and Izquierda Unida.

Table 1. Political parties and number of analyzed publications. Source: self made
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3. RESULTS

The analysis of the obtained data allows us to verify a slow but continuous increase in the publications of the political parties, although, in general terms, the difference in the number of total publications is not representative between the parties. In 2014, from 450 to 600 annual publications were published, a range that doubled in 2018, reaching from 615 to 745 annual publications. 

  It is an upward trend in all political parties except the PSOE, which in 2017 had a volume of publications lower than in 2016.

Source: self made
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Figure 1. Annual evolution of the volume of publications. 

However, the great differences are in the monthly evolution of publications issued by political parties; the analysis of the fluctuations in the publication rate supposes an X-ray of the electoral periods of the political parties.

Source: self made
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Figure 2. Monthly evolution of the volume of publications. 

Figure 2 shows the major electoral events: European elections in May 2014, National elections in December 2015 and June 2016. In addition to the citations, the volume of publications allows us to find out the importance that political parties grant them: national electoral campaigns practically doubled the number of messages published in the 2014 European elections.

Source: self made
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Figure 3. Annual evolution of the type of content. 

The annual evolution of the content typology indicates, in all parties, a migration of audiovisual content from photography (the most used in 2014) to video (the most used as of 2015), although the percentage of use differs slightly in the five formations. 

  A remarkable fact is the strong penetration of video - and very simultaneously on all pages - but the big difference between 2014 and 2017: the video goes from being integrated into 10% of the contents (in the best of cases, with Ciudadanos) to be used from 61% of the time (United Left) to 99% of the time (Podemos) 

  The publication of links as multimedia content suffers a sharp setback between PP and PSOE, which go from using it one out of four times to practically stop using it. Only in 2017 it suffers a slight rebound on all the pages, but without reaching 10% of the total number of uses. 

  The presence of publications solely conformed by text is merely testimonial. Only 3% in the best case (PSOE) in 2017, coinciding with the implementation of more graphic and visually attractive status. 

  In general, similar evolutionary rhythms are perceived, although, at a first glance, surprising is the differentiation between the “old policy” and the “new policy”, because PP and PSOE, on the one hand, and Ciudadanos and Podemos, on the other hand, offer results very similar in terms of the continent of what they post on Facebook.

Source: self made
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Figure 4. Annual evolution of the interactions (I like it, comments and shares) in the publications. 

The relationship of the variables related to the interaction of the community (“I like it”, comments and shared content) shows the different levels of participation and proactivity of the users. The more proactivity the interaction demands, the lower the number of contributions. Thus, the “I like it” (a simple click) are superior to the shared content, and these in turn are more than the comments received by the political parties. 

  The graphs of evolution of the community of each of the political parties have similarities: the evolution of the number of “I like it” of the publications suffers a severe setback from 2015 with a final volume lower than that perceived in 2014. Especially striking is the case of Podemos, which in 2015 exceeded 300,000 “I like it” and ended 2017 below half of that figure.

  In contrast, the volume of comments suffered an increase in all political forces over the years. Podemos and Ciudadanos even doubled the number of comments received over the four years. This could be due to the polarization and extremity of the policy, since users are, in general, more observers and fewer publishers on Facebook (Sun; Rau; Ma, 2014; Hurtubise et   al., 2017) and those who take sides are increasingly active (Thompson, 2011). 

  The volume of comments is significantly lower than the other two variables, although, if we take the initial year and the end as a reference, we can point out a slight increase in the contributions of Facebook users.

  In global terms of interaction, Podemos holds the first position in the three analyzed variables, followed by Ciudadanos. For this political formation, 2016 was a bad year in that it showed declines in the variables under study. 

Considering the monthly evolution of the three variables, the results are very interesting.

Source: self made
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Figure 5. Monthly evolution of the interactions (I like it, comments and shares) in the publications. 

The volume of interactions, whatever their formula, increases on very specific dates coinciding with the electoral dates. To the European dates of 2014 and the national dates of 2015 and 2016, the high volume of interaction in the “fanpage” of citizens at the end of 2017, coinciding with the Catalan political crisis, is noteworthy. 

  The community is much more participatory with Podemos, Ciudadanos and, punctually, Izquierda Unida. 

  In this sense, a gap between new and old politics can be pointed out again; the interactions with the new parties are more numerous, especially in terms of “I like it” and shared content, which suggests that this type of formations does not have the decline of traditional parties in social networkses.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

According to the publications and interactions with political parties on Facebook throughout the years 2014 - 2017, it is noted that the activity intensifies a lot in the electoral campaign, both on the part of the political parties and on the part of the members of their communities, in tune with the majority studies that radiograph the algid moments of the political communication. 

  In terms of ownership of the platform, the participation formulas are relatively similar in all political parties: they mostly use the same types of content and adapt to changes in the platform as the algorithm of Facebook corrects parameters such as the scope or the visibility. 

  All in all, this game of “liquid” adaptation (following the philosophy of Bauman, 2003) does not prevent the contents from being less and less seen by the community. Despite the fact that the volume of publications doubled from 2014 to 2017, the main metric (“I like it”) has decreased in all political parties since 2015, coinciding with the restrictions that Facebook imposes gradually through its algorithm on managed pages. 

  This way, the personalization of political information on Facebook prefixes criteria that make it possible to have more visibility on a greater number of users (that is, impact) on content criteria than the user community may like. 

  The levels of interaction are very clear and the difference between each of them is very high, one could even say that it is exponential. The preferred formula for interacting with political parties remains the “I like it”, because it requires much less effort and commitment from the user. 

  Network-dissemination of contents is not the majority option of interaction. The volume of shared content is low, presumably because it implies a political ascription. In fact, as Martínez-Rolán; Piñeiro-Otero (2017, 868) point out “users only listen to what they want and only network-disseminate those messages with which they agree”. 

  The volume of comments is exponentially less than that of “I like it”. Something shared by all political groups, although user communities interact more with the “new politics” (Podemos, Ciudadanos and, to a lesser extent, Izquierda Unida) than with traditional parties. 

  This separation between the classic parties and the new parties appears clearly in the typologies of content, where the volume of publication suggests a close follow-up among direct rivals on the part of the traditional parties (on the one hand) and the disruptive political forces on the national scene (on the other hand). 

  On Facebook, changes in the consumption of political information are not due to the ways of writing, but to a constant struggle against a complex mathematical formula. The study of these four years of communication of political parties has shown that the cyberpolitics on Facebook runs between a tense relationship among the contents that may interest the audience and the content that may be of interest to the algorithm of Facebook.
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