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Abstract: In October 2018 Senate elections were held in the Czech Republic. In the capi-
tal city of Prague, 41 candidates — both party members and independents — contested
for the votes of the electorate of four districts. The goal of this article is to analyse
the electoral campaigns which were conducted within these four districts in the on-
line sphere of the social media site Facebook. Through complementary quantitative
and qualitative methods, this text focuses its attention on the communication of the
candidates themselves, but also on the reactions of the electorate in the environment
of social media. Employing qualitative content analysis of the topics addressed by
the candidates, sentiment analysis of user commentaries and quantitative analysis of
posting frequency and followership, this article examines whether the candidates who
led an active personalised campaign were more successful than the candidates who
communicated with the public only sporadically and with less personalisation. The aim
is to explore how the campaigns of successful candidates were conducted and to ac-
centuate that social media is becoming more important in the campaigns of individual
candidates, but that they are not a panacea for non-partisan candidates without an
established supporter base and financial resources.
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With the growth of social networks, political communication has undergone
a significant change. The expansion of new media has created a new infra-
structure for permanent political campaigning, and it allows political actors
to create and share content directly with the electorate. Using the internet
for political campaign purposes has become a key strategy of many political
parties and individual candidates (see, e.g., Metz et al. 2019; Larsson 2015).
It has always been crucial for political subjects to adopt new technologies to
increase their chances of electoral success in the everchanging media environ-
ment. Incorporating the internet, and especially Web 2.0, allows candidates
to reach an even larger number of voters faster and more effectively than
previously possible with radio and television broadcasts (Towner - Duolio
2012). Especially in the past decade we can observe the incorporation of new
media into the communication strategies in Western and Central Europe, as
social media networks occupy an increasingly important role in the lives of
the citizens and thus allow for more direct and interactive communication
between citizens and politicians (Rainie a Smith 2012, Sweetser - Lariscy
2008, Quinlan et al. 2017: 1).

As the use of internet and especially Web 2.0 is seeping through from the
established democracies of western Europe and the US, and the social networks
are becoming a more prominent feature in everyday political communication in
the countries of Central Europe as well as in the Czech Republic itself, political
actors are even more encouraged to regularly address the electorate directly
via the internet. By sharing their posts, updating information on Facebook or
Twitter, publishing videos on YouTube or pictures on Instagram, political candi-
dates can continuously speak to the public without the filters and editorialising
influence of the mainstream media. Especially in second-order elections - and
particularly in the elections to a body that is often considered by the public as
inefficient or even redundant, such as the Senate of the Parliament of the Czech
Republic (see, e.g. CT24 2018) - reaching out to the electorate and keeping it
engaged may prove to be crucial. Employing the internet in political communi-
cation makes it possible to surpass the need to organise frequent press releases
and conferences and communicate the political program of the candidate to -
often politically disengaged - voters from the comfort of their homes, or to be
precise, their computer or phone screens. All that the 41 candidates in Prague’s
four districts electing a senator needed to do was refresh their status on social
media or post a short video to get their message out to the voters. Although
campaign communication is not usually this simple, communicating directly
through social media gave candidates the tools to coordinate volunteer activities,
raise funds, increase the interactivity of the campaign and quickly disseminate
information, opinions and PR materials beyond the scope of traditional media
(see e.g. Ceccobelli 2018: 1, Aldrich et al. 2016, Chadwick - Stromer-Galley 2016,
Grusell - Nord 2016, Blumler - Kavanagh 1999).
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However, the question remains to which degree these tools are used by local
politicians and candidates, as well as political parties in the Czech Republic and
the other countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Communicating with the
electorate via the internet, implementing social media and using interactive
webpages has become the de facto norm in the western world, where launching
a site and establishing a social network presence is often one of the first steps
after announcing or launching a new political subject (Vergeer - Franses 2015:
1, Dang-Xuan et al. 2013). However, political actors are still getting used to the
idea of reaching out to citizens in the everchanging and informal environment of
Web 2. 0. Especially in the time before the elections, but also in the in-between
periods due to the permanent electoral campaign-style many parties choose
nowadays, communicating in real-time on social media, sharing a wide range
of media content, including pictures and videos, or even launching surveys
and fundraisers, can give candidates a crucial advantage in the electoral race.
Itis important to explore how these tools are employed primarily by individual
candidates who do not possess a more extensive bureaucratic apparatus, a sta-
ble voter base of political parties or significant party funds, as they present
a unique opportunity to surpass the obstacles of mass media communication
and personalize the communication with voters in real-time. Although we en-
counter extensive research into political communication taking place online
in political science research, the focus on the Czech Republic and especially
on campaigns run by individual politicians is not as prominent and focuses
rather on the aspects of participation or representation rather than on the
what the candidates are sharing with the users and their reaction (see Hrdina
2013, Vochocova - Svelch 2015 or Vochocova - Stétka — Mazak 2015). Thus, the
presented analysis provides a look into this form of self-presentation on social
media, as well the feedback provided by the recipients of such communication,
as it can be assumed that employing Web 2.0 in one form or another will only
become more important for candidates, as well as for political parties in the
future. Yet, as the following text shows, establishing quality and interactive po-
litical communication with the electorate is still not commonplace and natural
for many candidates, even in elections, where individual candidates are in the
centre of attention.

Electoral campaigns on social media

For scholars researching medial communication, electoral campaigns are among
the most important sources (Ceccobelli 2018:30). The process of the person-
alisation of politics, as well as electoral campaigns, draws the attention of the
scholarly public especially in the context of the voting and decision-making the
process of the electorate (Cabada - Tomsi¢ 2016: 1). There is no consensus on
the importance of personalisation in elections where the voters are choosing

POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 15 (2019) 2 281



parties with the leaders they prefer, or if they choose to sympathise with the
leaders of the parties they already prefer (Belluci - Garzia - Lewis-Beck 2015).
An increasing number of academic studies focuses on the topic of electoral
campaigns that are conducted in the online environment and the unique char-
acteristics of the way these are organised. As the internet is now used by more
than 4 billion users across the world, and more than half of all adults use social
media, this hardly comes as a surprise (Poushter 2016). The most widely used
social media platform is Facebook, which currently has more than 2,3 billion
users (Statista 2019). In the Czech Republic alone, which is the point of focus
of this article, the internet is used by over 7,8 million of real users older than 10
years of age, representing 76,5 % of the population (NetMonitor 2018, Kucera
2017). More than 5,3 million people have an account on Facebook - far more
than any other social network site — and over 77 % of these users use Facebook
daily (Huskova 2018; Focus 2017; Vaculik 2019).

The gradual increase in the professionalisation of political communication,
which is apparent in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, foreshad-
owed the quick and dramatic changes noticeable in the past decade towards
more intensive, more strategic and more personalised conduct of political
campaigns organised across new media platforms (see Cabada - Tomsi¢ 2016,
Negrine - Lilleker 2002, Gerodimos - Justinussen 2015: 114). Digitalisation of
a ‘permanent campaign’ allowed political parties, as well as individual partisan
and independent candidates, to reach out to loyal and volatile voters during
the electoral cycle and restored the initial hopes that the Web would mediate
dialogue - and therefore a more robust relationship - between citizens and their
elected representatives (Kent - Taylor 1998). Whereas the sites of political par-
ties were for a long time primarily used to provide basic information to visitors
and to mobilise supporters of the party, with the emergence of social networks
political communication lost the character of ‘static campaign posters’ (Enders -
Warnick 2008: 323). It can be called into question though to what degree online
political communication is meaningful and constructive, and if it allows for the
mobilisation of the wider electoral base (Gerodimos - Justinussen 2015: 115).

As Quinlan et al. (2017) state, political candidates are rational actors, whose
goal is to maximise the amount of received votes in the elections (see, e.g. Al-
drich 1995, Downs 1957). In the past years communicating online through new
media platforms was integrated into the political campaigns of many political
actors, as it allowed them to promote and publicise the campaign freely, as well
as to interact with the broad public (Bronstein 2013). Although the dynam-
ics of hybrid media systems influence political communication significantly
(Chadwick 2013), political actors control the amount and quality of information,
which they can produce daily without the need for negotiating and compromis-
ing with other actors, especially journalists and media networks. New media
thus introduce one crucial advantage: they make it possible to communicate

282 It’s Getting Personal: Personalisation of Political Campaigns in Four Prague Districts... Olga Brunnerova



freely without any interventions from the traditional media. In this half-public
and half-private environment, political actors can meet their voters personally
in the online sphere (Gunn - Skogerbo 2013, Quinlan et al. 2018, Russmann -
Swensson 2017).

Although online communication with the electorate is an essential method
for political subjects to promote their campaign and achieve an electoral vic-
tory, the degree to which candidates employ new media in their communication
strategies depends to no small degree on the financial resources, personality
and level of comfort with using social media. For partisan candidates, the party
directive regarding communication strategy matters as well (Quinlan et al. 2017).
During the electoral campaign, we observe that the main political leaders in
developed democracies increase their number of daily posts. There is an increase
in the personalisation of political communication while the number of posts
addressing specific program priorities is decreased, and there is an apparent
inclination towards the negative campaign. Across the board, the candidates
then strive to present their communication as a personal and private dialogue
with the social media users (Ceccobelli 2018: 14).

Personalisation of electoral campaigns and the point of focus

The main aim of this article is to continue the research focused on the top-
ic of self-personalisation in the online environment and the impact of the
self-personalisation style as a political tactic (see, e.g. Metz et al. 2019,
McGregor et al. 2017, Gerodimos - Justinussen 2015, Small 2010). The theoreti-
cal concept of political personalisation focuses on the campaigns of individual
politicians at the expense of political parties and institutions (Rahat - Schaefer
2007). From this perspective, personalisation is the process of the increased
concentration of the publicised message of individual political candidates to
raise the interestingness and media relevance of the message (Stromback 2008).

Individual actors as central figures of campaign communication share more
personal and private posts, which are not always centred on their political pro-
gram or party agenda (Vergeer et al. 2013: 4-6). The candidates often present
themselves as regular people. They are citizens living among their electorate,
and strive to make themselves relatable beyond the scope of their formal office
(see e.g. Bene 2017, Gerodimos - Justinussen 2015, Manning et al. 2017, Ross -
Burger 2014), or as professionals who possess individual qualities and can bear
professional responsibility for political activities and tasks (Hermans - Vergeer
2013, Kruikemeier 2014).

Van Aelst et al. (2012), in their article, define personalisation as a concept on
two levels: individualisation and privatisation. If we adhere strictly to their defi-
nition, the communication of individual politicians in the online environment
is always considered personalised communication, and thus the possibility of
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a closer examination of its nuances would be eliminated. On the other hand,
Metz et al. (2013) build on the assumption that voters are strongly influenced
by the personal style of political communication. The electorate increasingly
bases their assessment of individual candidates on the information regarding
specific candidates originating from their self-presentation on social media
sites. As this view allows us to look closely into the way the individual politi-
cians present themselves on the internet, this study follows this line of logic
and further employs the definition of Van Santen and Van Zoonen (2010) who
distinguish three separate dimensions of personalisation. In the professional
dimension politicians communicate activities and qualities that are linked to
their office; in the emotional dimension the actors put their personal feelings
into the forefront of the message; and in the private dimension of personalisa-
tion they convey personal information about their private lives, not related to
the political office they are running for (see Van Santen - Van Zoonen 2010
for details).

Although the definitions of personalisation in the scholarly research can
differ, the academic public often points out the fact that social media stimulate
and encourage the use of the personalised communication style in the campaign
(Metz etal. 2019: 4). Social networks are oriented primarily on individual actors.
They allow individual actors to bypass the mass media and traditional journal-
ism and to quickly create their content to publish and share without the need
for extensive technical, IT and PR investment. There is a strong foundation for
the ‘equalisation thesis’ in the political communication research (see Ward et al.,
2003, Gibson and McAllister 2014),? suggesting that individuals - and especially
independent candidates without a strong backer - can profit from employing
new media strategies in their campaign. As the individualised messages, sepa-
rated from political parties or movements, have more significant potential to
be communicated on social media, the personalisation of the environment in-
creases, as the candidates are in charge of their self-presentation and profiling
on their social media accounts (Hermans - Vergeer 2013, Enli - Skogerbo 2013,
McGregor et al. 2017). Based on these assumptions, the following text aims to
explore the aspects of personalisation and communication strategy towards the
electorate during the campaign conducted through Facebook in the elections
for the Senate of the Parliament of the Czech Republic in October 2018. The
candidates that ran for office in four electoral districts in which senators were
chosen in the capital city of Prague are analysed.

2 Onthe other hand, it has been pointed out by many researchers, that indeed large political parties and
subjects with enough financial founds and professional PR in place benefit from the internet commu-
nication, as their professional and technologically sophisticated communication come across as more
compelling and interactive to the public, delivering better campaign results (Margolis - Resnick 2000,
Hermans - Vergeer 2012).
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HI: Candidates who conducted an actively personalised campaign on Facebook were
more successful in the elections than candidates who used the social media network
in a sporadic and less personalised way.

Research sample and method

As mentioned above, Facebook is currently the most popular social media web-
site, with more than 2,3 billion users worldwide and over 5,3 million users in
the Czech Republic. In the last decade, Facebook had become a ‘critical player’
for sharing news, primarily due to the simplicity with which users can share,
recommend and link important messages (Olmstead - Mitchell - Rosentiel
2011). Facebook gained a dominant role in the sphere of political communica-
tion among Czech media, as it connects political actors and candidates with the
most significant number of users, as well as with journalists, essential people
from the public domain, experts and opinion leaders. Whereas Facebook is used
by about half of the total Czech population, Instagram has only 2,3 million us-
ers, and Twitter has 389 thousand users (Vaculik 2019).

The analysis presented in this article focuses on the campaign that took place
before the Senate elections held in October 2018. This campaign then represents
an important case of self-representation and personalisation on the most widely
used social media site in the Czech Republic. This is because not only partisan
candidates, but also individual candidates ran for office and thus employed
different styles of communication, approaches to personalisation and involve-
ment on the internet in their campaign communication strategies. Specifically,
for a comprehensive analysis, the attention is aimed at the way Facebook was
used by the candidates running for office in four districts in the capital city of
Prague.? The 2018 elections were held in Prague voting districts 17, 20, 23 and
28, which correspond roughly with the areas of Prague 12, Prague 4, Prague 2
and Prague 8 respectively. The period covered by this analysis focuses on the
end of the campaign, between 1 September, 2018 and 11 October, 2018. Thus, it
covers both the start of the most active campaign efforts in September and the
end of the campaign until the day before the first day of the second round of the
two-round runoff elections. It is vital to mention that from 41 candidates that
ran for the senator’s office, only 27 candidates had an active Facebook account
during this period. The accounts studied were the official accounts linked to
the candidate’s website. No supporter or group profiles, nor the profiles of the
political parties represented by the candidates, were taken into consideration.
In order to respect the inter- and intra-platform dissimilarities (see Mascheroni -
Mattoni 2013; Brunnerova - Charvat 2017 for details), only one social media

3 Every two years, a third of the Czech Senate is elected. The Czech Republic is divided into 81 single-
-member districts, which have no larger than 15% difference in number of citizens.
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platform (Facebook) was observed. Moreover, the attention was focused on
the profiles of the candidates themselves and not on the different groups or
individual profiles supporting them.

Freelon and Karpf (2015: 391) stated that research of hybrid media, such
as social networks, calls for the employment of hybrid methods. With this in
mind, the following analysis employs a broader spectrum of methods, which
allows us to not only explore how the social media platform was utilized by the
candidates in generic terms, but also to bring a more complex picture regard-
ing how Facebook users reacted to the content of posts shared by the political
actors. In order to achieve the abovementioned aims, the method of qualitative-

-oriented sentiment analysis of user messages is used (see Brunnerova 2018:
139-146 for details), which is then complemented by quantitative observation
of the shared posts and reactions, as well as a content analysis focused on the
candidates’ posts themselves.

In the sentiment analysis, over 14 thousand user comments and reactions
posted on the candidates’ profiles were manually coded and analysed with the
Zoomsphere platform. All reactions in which a positive, negative, neutral or
ambivalent sentiment was present were included in the sample. Posts which
did not include any sentiment (i.e. posts that did not have any original content
of the person who posted the reaction or comment) were disregarded. These
include, for example, URL links without commentary or posts solely tagging
another user. During the analysis, the correctness, accuracy or factual content
of the comments was also disregarded. For the content analysis of 1.071 posts
that were shared by the 27 candidates who possessed an active Facebook ac-
count, 35 main topics and 31 subtopics were identified based on a preliminary
review across the posts; for every post, all included topics were identified and
coded. Subsequently, it was identified whether the topics included professional,
emotional or personal characteristics of personalised communication. In the
sample, visual posts (pictures as well as emoticons) were also considered if they
represented the identifiable sentiment of the user.

Quantitative aspects of user favour

It needs to be pointed out right from the beginning that the number of fans or
followers on Facebook does not present a figure that would give evidence of
how much the users of Facebook like the individual candidates.* From the logic
of social media, it is reasonable to assume that many users will follow a wider

4 Although we also need to take into consideration that on Facebook both targeted advertising and the
althorithm-effected reach of the post impacts how many users see the specific post or the candidate’s
profile, it can also be assumed that if the candidate has an interest in reaching out to Facebook users
and establishing an active communication with voters in a selected district, they will also consider these
effects and will take the necessary course of action to promote their profiles.
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number of candidates, both the ones they like, but also candidates they have
a critical attitude towards. In particular, political professionals, scholars and
journalists often follow a spectrum of candidates disregarding their personal
preference. Nevertheless, the number of followers still provides valuable insight
into the number of users the candidates can reach out to with their posts and
campaign. It allows us to depict trends of development and provide a contextual
framework for the following analysis. Especially in the time right before the
elections, a rapid growth or decline in the number of followers can suggest the
importance the broad public assigns to various candidates and gives evidence
to what the ‘starting line’ for candidates was.

Table 1: Number of Followers

1 September, 2018| 11 October, 2018 1 September, 2018| 11 October, 2018
Jifi Draho3 155869 155200 Ivan Gabal 891 912
Marek HilSer 43059 43843 Eva Tylova 647 692
Pavel Fischer 42671 42906 Milan Golas 597 675
Hayato Okamura 6801 7150 Jifi Nouza 608 651
Vladimir Kratina 5118 6412 Marta Semelova 637 640
Lubor Michadlek 4637 4798 Pavel Dungl 6 335
Ales Gerloch 2713 2798 Roman Petrus 285 289
Ladislav Jakl 1838 2134 Ivan Pilny 248 281
Petr Hannig 1494 1483 FrantiSek Dobsik 144 238
Benjamin Kuras 1087 1482 Jifi Haramul 6 90
Lukés Wagenknecht 748 1214 Ivan David 68 72
Miroslava Skovajsové 774 1161 Roman Kerekes 14 49
Martin Dvorék 1180 1067 Jifi Witzany 3 7
Eva Sykova 848 924

An important observation regarding the number of followers on Facebook is
that the three candidates who contested in the preceding presidential elections
entered the hot phase of the campaign with a significantly larger follower base
and thus were from the beginning in a very uneven position compared to other
contestants, not only in the scope of the social media presentation, but also in
the overall visibility of their campaign due to a thought-through PR offensive.
The followership of Jifi Draho§ was dramatically higher, but even Petr Hannig,
who ended in the penultimate spot in the first round of the presidential race had
more followers than most of the other Senate candidates in Prague. On the other
hand, partisan candidates entered the Senate campaign without an established
broad base of followers, signifying that developing a social media presence in
a permanent way between elections is not a priority for many political parties.
The only partisan candidate with a broader base of followers was Hayato Okamu-
ra.> The difference between the followership of candidates was quite significant.

5 It needs to be acknowledged though, that partisan candidates could have used the social media profiles
of their parties to communicate with their electorate.
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During the campaign Drahos had more than 150 thousand followers and could
address not only a large number of supporters, but also his critics.

Similarly, Marek HilSer and Pavel Fischer entered the campaign with a pre-
viously established followership of around 40 thousand followers. On the
other hand, the remaining candidates did not have over hundreds or a couple
thousand followers. The fact that most of the candidates were not followed
by a wide base of Facebook users though suggests that the candidates did not
utilize the social media site in its full capacity and did not prioritize establish-
ing themselves on it before and during the campaign. They did not capture the
attention of users to the degree where they would start to follow the individual
candidate in order to be able to read their posts regularly. Especially independ-
ent candidates, who before the elections stood aside from the main political
scene, remained rather unknown figures for the voters in their electoral districts,
also due to their low visibility online.

Figure 1: PTAT Metric in the Observed Period
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The PTAT indicator shows the level of engagement on the profiles of the candi-
dates and points out how users reacted to the profile of an individual candidate,
how many users shared the page, commented on it, gave it a ‘like’, became fol-
lowers, tagged the page in their status etc. Although this metric does not show
if the followers were positive or critical towards the candidate, it allows us to

depict how the profile of the candidate stimulated and provoked a reaction or
activity from Facebook users. As Drahos, HilSer and Fischer had a dramatically
larger number of followers, it is not surprising that the PTAT indicator was also

higher for them compared to other candidates in their respective districts. Not
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only were their profiles followed, but they encouraged and stimulated the users
to actively participate in the discussion, to post their comments or share the
profile and to draw even more attention to their campaign. The profile of HilSer
registered increased activity in connection to the discussion addressing the
topic of immigration and refugees in the middle of September 2018. Contrarily,
the profile of Draho$ became increasingly active during the first round of the
elections and after they ended. It is not without interest that Lukas Wagenkne-
cht, although possessing a lower number of followers than other successful
candidates, used both his profile and the official profile of his party to present
himself to the electorate, and managed to positively accumulate user interest
and increase the number of followers, as well as interactions on his profile.
On the other hand, the profiles of other candidates who entered the second
round of the elections showed a very low degree of users’ interest. Although the
number of reactions on the profile of Eva Tylova increased during the last days
of her campaign, compared to Fischer, who was her rival in the second round,
the mobilisation of interest could not compete. Similarly, the other unsuccess-
ful candidates from the second round were not able to mobilise their online
supporters sufficiently on Facebook and spread the general knowledge of their
candidacy, opinions or campaign activities to their potential voters.

Table 2: Number of Shared Posts in the Observed Period

Hayato Okamura 92 Jiti Haramul 38
Benjamin Kuras 86 Martin Dvoidk 36
Miroslava Skovajsova 66 Eva Tylova 35
Ladislav Jakl 60 Libor Michalek senator 35
Jiti Drahos 57 Jiti Nouza 34
Lukas Wagenknecht 57 Vladimir Kratina 31
Ales Gerloch 54 Milan Golas 28
Ivan Pilny 53 Jifi Witzany do sendtu 24
Marek HilSer 51 MUDr. Ivan David 24
Pavel Dungl 43 Prof. Eva Sykova 19
Roman Kerekes 42 Pavel Fischer 18
Roman Petrus 41 Ivan Gabal 10
Franti§ek Dobsik 39 Petr Hannig 7

A striking difference can be observed when it comes to the number of posts
the candidates shared on Facebook. Whereas Okamura, Benjamin Kuras, Mi-
roslava Skovajsova, Ladislav Jakl, Wagenknecht and Draho$§ shared messages
several times per day, especially as the first round of elections was getting closer,
Hanning and Ivan Gabal only shared a handful of posts during the last month
before the elections. Fischer, the winner in the electoral district of Prague 12,
did not share a large number of messages either, especially compared to other
successful candidates. Similar to Wagenknecht though, his posts gained the
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most ‘likes’ and positive reactions from users in his district, and due to the
solid follower base, the posts were actively shared among the users. Contrary
to for example the campaign taking place before the presidential elections in
early 2018, where it did not go unnoticed that some of the candidates did not
manage their Facebook communication on their own but instead used a team
of PR specialists as well as volunteers to manage their social media accounts,
it was a clear aim of the candidates in the Senate elections to evoke the feeling
of authenticity and immediate communication with the public. Most of the
candidates though did not involve themselves significantly in the discussion
on their profiles, although, for example, HilSer and Wagenknecht did react to
the comments and replied to the messages on their profiles regularly.

Topics of candidates’ posts

Interestingly, the most prominent topic of the candidates’ posts on Facebook
was the progress of the campaign itself. The candidates used their profile to
relay the moments of the contact campaign to the users online. All candidates
utilized Facebook to share moments from campaign events, inform their fol-
lowers of planned meetings and upcoming events and share photos and videos
from meetings with the voters. There was an apparent and noticeable emotional
charge in these messages, which showed the most positive moments of the
campaign and the encounters with Prague’s inhabitants. The accentuation of
the contact campaign was also noticeable in the personal contact with voters
and the engagement of candidates in local events happening in the neighbour-
hoods of the electoral district they ran for. Communication on Facebook thus
constituted an opportunity to relay the campaign on the ground to the wider
public of voters present online, and it allowed the candidates to engage users
who did not have the opportunity to meet them in the streets of Prague.

A very important topic of the campaign across the board was the personal
lives of the candidates. Posts often addressed the life stories of the candidate,
their family lives, but also their hobbies and pastime activities. Posts explain-
ing - through text or video - why the candidate decided to run for the particular
district were also prominent, as some of the candidates did not have their per-
manent address in that part of Prague and thus deemed it necessary to explain
why they wanted to represent the inhabitants of that neighbourhood. Posts
focusing on personal characteristics were crucial for less-known candidates,
who utilised Facebook to present themselves to the public, acquaint the users
with their previous professional career and accomplishments, but also to share
their priorities and personal interests. For example, Skovajsova and Roman
Kerekes took the users of Facebook on a tour through their medical practices
and their experiences as practising doctors. Ivan Pilny remarked on his success
as a manager, but also as a minister of finance in the coalition government in

290 It’s Getting Personal: Personalisation of Political Campaigns in Four Prague Districts... Olga Brunnerova



2017. Ales Gerloch presented his career as a lawyer and university faculty head,
and Roman Petrus pointed out his work as mayor for the Social Democratic
Party. Especially candidates who were not previously part of the political scene
or were less well known from public life could thus strive to establish a personal
relationship with Facebook users, as well as gain recurrent and plentiful com-
ments, stating that a user will not vote for a particular candidate as they do not
know (of) them.

In the area of political agendas, policies and program priorities, no single
topic dominated the campaigns on the district level or in the overall Prague
campaign. In the Senate campaign on Facebook topics were prevalent the voters
could easily identify with. The candidates focused on the issues of environment
and city greenery, the problematic housing market and traffic situation in the
capital, improving the quality of education, as well as health and social care.
This is well-illustrated in Draho$’s post from October 2nd in which he stated,
accompanied by a photo from the contact campaign among voters in a Prague
subway station, that ‘in the city, we most importantly have to feel good. Noth-
ing epitomizes this better than the well-known ,safety of the home®. Quality
schools, maintained streets, well-functioning transportation, playground [sic]
for children. Even the most vulnerable of us will know that we will take care
of them’ (Draho$ 2018b). Accentuation of topics important for the voters in
the electoral district was vital also in the posts of Wagenknecht, who stated in
a post that a ‘Senator should be in my opinion an advocate of the citizens of his
electoral district. If elected, I will be the advocate and defender of local topics
of citizens’ (Wagenknecht 2018b).

On the other hand, among the peripheral topics, only sporadically were the
issues of European integrations, migration or taxation discussed. Although
these topics elicit an active response from many Facebook users, these reactions
were often quite critical towards the candidate, no matter what the specific
stance was they took towards the issue (see below). The topic of the European
Union (EU) was very important in the campaign of Okamura, who declared that
his program is ‘democratic, pro-west and pro-European - with the emphasis
on the freedom of the individual, but simultaneously on social cohesion and
consideration among the people in our society’ (Okamura 2018). Migration was
thematised by Kuras, who said in a post ‘Please become aware [...], a civilization
catastrophe is rushing towards us. In a couple of months, illegal immigration
will end because it will turn into ,legal“ migration. The ,,Global Compact for
Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration“ will establish migration as a fundamen-
tal human right and the acceptance of migrants and taking care of them as an
obligation of all European countries’. (Kuras 2018). Less frequently discussed
topics were the issues of ‘marriage for all’ and adoption for same sex parents,
addressed supportively by Skovajsova. Another less frequent topic was the
protection of the Czech language, history and identity, which was thematised
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repeatedly by Gerloch, who aimed to protect the idea of the Czech nation and
Czech language by amending the constitution to explicitly state that Czech is
the official language, and to call the Czech Republic homeland of the Czech
nation, making these features state-forming.

Most of the candidates focused their attention on the representation of two
to three major topics, occasionally including complementary policies into their
priorities. Most often the selection of represented topics was directly linked to
the previous profession of the individual candidate, or their previous political
engagement. In the posts linking their professional experience and the topics
they wanted to represent, candidates running for the office of Senator pointed
out their competence and expertise in the given field. Drahos focused primarily
on the issues of education and schooling, Tylova addressed the situation regard-
ing housing in Prague and the environment, Dobs$ik and Petrus concentrated on
traffic and transportation, whereas Pavel Dungl talked primarily about health-
care, similar to Kereke$ or HilSer, who linked public health with social-security
policies. Many candidates in the electorate districts thematised the issues of
bureaucratic apparatus and digitalisation of administration and public service.
These topics were prominent in the campaigns of Wagenknecht and Drahos.

Besides sharing posts, candidates communicated their opinions and priori-
ties on Facebook by sharing interviews with journalists, articles written about
them and TV and radio appearances. Quite often, the candidates used a his-
torical anniversary to present their own opinions and programmatic priorities.
Videos of the candidates with supporters were very popular, and famous figures,
celebrities, politicians and personal friends spoke on their behalf and about
their qualities and expertise. It is not without interest that candidates very often
encouraged the electorate to participate in the election and vote. Candidates
even openly addressed the fact that ‘likes are not votes’ (Skovajsova 2018) and
that ‘showing fondness and support is nice, but if they do not transform into
ballot paper in the ballot box, it means a single thing: your vote was forfeited,
and you will not be heard’ (Drahos 2018c¢). The candidates across the districts
thematised the issue of low election turnout in the Czech Republic, the role and
importance of the Senate as well as the civic engagement in politics.

The presentation of individual candidates put a strong emphasis on the
absence of political scandals, extensive professional expertise and experience,
strong work ethic, as well as an understanding of the citizens in Prague’s dis-
tricts and a continuous effort to improve the lives of the electorate. Particularly
for candidates who lacked extensive political experience, as in the case of Gabal
or Skovajsova, pointing out that they are not linked to any political affairs or
scandals was a handy benefit and spun their lack of political experience. It was
evident that it was crucial for the candidates to present themselves in person
and to convince voters with their personality, rather than their political pro-
gram and specific policies they wanted to implement in the Senate. Draho$ and
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HilSer often accentuated emotional and individualized personalisation in their
messages. Draho$ often addressed his hobbies, as well as his student days, and
HilSer shared his activities with his family. Both candidates put a strong emo-
tional charge on the messages addressing current events. On the other hand,
Fischer often shared posts that related to the duties carried out by a senator,
but he also communicated personal and emotionally charged messages. Wa-
genknecht and Dung, who competed against each other in the second round
and whose duel for the mandate was the closest, both focused on professionally
aimed posts, similarly to Tylova and Lubor Michalek, who did not succeed in
the second round of the elections.

Sentiment towards the successful candidates on Facebook

Figure 2: Sentiment towards Jif¥i Drahos
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Draho$ was the only candidate in Prague (and one of the only two candidates
republic-wise) who won in the first round of the elections by obtaining an ab-
solute majority of votes — he attracted the vote of 52,65 % of the electorate. His
campaign was the most expensive out of all the non-partisan candidates. He
spent over 1 million CZK on the campaign, with a significant portion of that
amount being dedicated to PR and marketing (UDHPSH 2018). The campaign
on Facebook reflected this, as it has been conducted de facto permanently since
the presidential elections held at the beginning of 2018. The campaign was con-
ducted through a combination of posts commemorating important historical
events and anniversaries, addressing the essential programmatic topics and
priorities, presenting official campaign visuals and, especially as the campaign
culminated, focused on photos of the candidate with the public during informal
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meetings and campaign events. Recurrent emphasis on emotional and private
aspects of the personalised campaign received mainly positive reactions on
Facebook. In particular, posts in which Draho$ shared memories from meet-
ings held in Prague 4 and from the contact campaign were often commented
on by his supporters. Others that drew positive reactions were from the beer
festival Pivofest and the beers that the candidate tasted and preferred. From
the contact campaign in the subway stations, during which Drahos discussed
with voters what they would like to improve about politics in their district, or
posts about Draho§’ time at the Technical University. These raised positive re-
actions from potential voters, as well as users who could not vote in Prague 4,
but who were exposed to Draho§’ profile as he became increasingly visible in
the internet environment. Similarly, the discussion regarding the topics that
Drahos$ thematised helped to increase the reach of the campaign. During the
observed period, an active neutral discussion commenting on current political
affairs was present in the comment section.

Negative sentiments towards Draho$ on Facebook were observed mainly
during the elections. The levels of positive sentiment were constant and spiked
dramatically before the first round of the election. Interest, which raised Draho$’
profile, as well as the levels of positive sentiment, was several times greater
than that of Eva Sykova, who came second in the elections in Prague 4 with
13,06 % of the vote. It needs to be pointed out that negative sentiment was also
predominant on Sykova’s profile, and there was only a minimal positive reaction
towards the candidate of the government party ANO.

Distinctively negative sentiment was present on Draho$’s profile under posts
that communicated concrete program priorities and showed the candidate’s
opinion regarding current political topics. Whereas in the campaign before the
presidential election DrahoS$ often pointed out his previous professional suc-
cesses and his expertise, in September and October 2018 he thematised more
historical anniversaries and topical events. These posts then attracted positive
as well as adverse reactions from users. Where the support for the candidate was
mostly generic, stating fondness and positive preferences, negative comments
were mostly specific and concrete, evaluating opinions of Drahos. However, as
with the negative sentiment, the reactions often commented on the character
or physical features of the candidate. Users mockingly noted the false glasses
Drahos$ wore, which was raised during the presidential elections, or the cam-
paign event during which Drahos skinned a rabbit. A significant wave of negative
sentiment was brought by posts in which Draho§ commented on the current
issue of migration, political development regarding immigration and the Eu-
ropean Union. Similar to Hil$er, the most negative reaction was towards a post
that combined the topic of Syrian orphan refugees with criticism of the prime
minister Andrej Babis, in which Drahos stated ‘That is enough! The discussion
regarding children who experienced the loss of their parents, is completely
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distasteful [...] Mister Babis, it is undignified when the prime minister of this
country gathers political points on the trading with fear!” (Jiti Draho$ 2018a).
Very often not only was the content of the post viewed negatively, but also the
resolute form in which Draho$ communicated in these elections. Similar to
the presidential campaign six months prior, critical users again stated that
Drahos lacked his own opinions. Draho§’s criticism of president Milo§ Zeman
was also met with negativity. Facebook users repeatedly noted that they felt like
Draho$ was embittered and lacked sufficient political experience, or that he
sought the political office for personal and financial gain, and that he was not
connected to the district of Prague 4 as he does not have a permanent address
there. Similar to HilSer, Draho$ invested his time in pointing out that he was
linked to the district and explained his motivation to represent voters of this
neighbourhood. In the last days before the first round of the elections, positive
sentiment started to rise dramatically, as more and more supporters came to
the candidate’s Facebook profile to show their support and write supportive
messages. Especially positive reactions were then linked to the claim of com-
petitor candidate Martin Dvotak, who said that Draho$ was behind a critical
article, according to which Dvorak was supposed to keep money from the Club
of Water Sports for himself (Blazek 2018).

Figure 3: Sentiment towards Marek HilSer
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The campaign of HilSer, who received 44,45 % in the first round and won in
the second round beating Michalek with 79,75 % of the votes, was one of the
cheapest campaigns among Prague’s candidates, costing only a little over
half a million CZK (UDHPSH 2018). Most of the funds - over 300 thousand
CZK - were raised through a crowdfunding campaign on the HitHit platform.
For financial contributions, HilSer offered rewards in the form of button pins,
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shirts, homemade honey from his beehive and tickets for evening events, during
which HilSer spoke about his experience as a doctor in Kenya, or danced the
tango. Both the campaign in the streets of Prague and the Facebook presenta-
tion were conducted in a light-hearted and relaxed style with a personalised
campaign. For example, family photos with his wife and new-born baby doing
everyday activities were included in posts, as well as pictures of HilSer riding
around his district of Prague 2 on a red moped and acting as a ‘living billboard’
(Hilger 2018b).

HilSer, who built his social media presence and his campaign in general
on strong personal contact with voters, enjoyed positive sentiment from us-
ers throughout the entire period we studied. Nevertheless, especially during
the second half of September and the beginning of October, negative senti-
ment towards the candidate prevailed, as HilSer shared a series of posts that
negatively commented on the current political situation and criticised Prime
Minister Babis. Active and often negative and even exasperated discussion,
which sparked off of HilSer’s profile though raised the number of day-to-day
interactions and significantly increased the reach of the campaign. Negative
sentiment was often triggered by posts that had what the users perceived as an
activistic campaign tone - the users pointed out to HilSer that he was running
for the Senate of the Parliament of the Czech Republic, not a local government.
They further pointed out the powers and authorities of the senator, with the
objection that as a Senator HilSer would not be able to realise some of his pri-
orities and they questioned how HilSer wanted to fulfil his promises. The users
also noted that for HilSer, the presidential campaign was only a springboard to
the Senate race. As in the case of Drahos, it was criticised that HilSer runs for
office in Prague since his original place of residence was the city of Chomutov.

As mentioned above, reactions towards posts that addressed specific policy
agendas and priorities of the candidate were both distinctively negative, and
also highly positive. The largest increase of negative, and ambivalent, sentiment
was raised by a post that was published by HilSer in the middle of September,
in which the candidate stated in connection with the acceptance of Syrian or-
phan refugees that the prime minister of the country is a ‘heartless psychopath,
who spreads his poisonous egoisms’ (HilSer 2018a). His criticism of the prime
minister at the end of September and a post published in October, in which he
spoke about the activities of the Czech Republic in NATO or the EU, were also
perceived negatively. The fact that HilSer remained in communication with his
critics on his profile and actively participated in the discussion was regarded
positively, as was his friendly conduct.

Positive comments, especially in the beginning of the observed period and
in comparison with negatively oriented replies, were short and comprised of
brief statements of support or agreement of a particular message of the candi-
date. The users were appreciative of HilSer’s congenial conduct, his pleasant
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appearance and especially the posts of him with his family and meetings with
the citizens. Users who had the opportunity to ‘catch’ the candidate on his
rides through Prague 2 often posted their pictures directly on HilSer’s Facebook
profile and shared the positive impressions of the meeting with him. At the
end of the campaign, a wave of positive feedback was brought by the HilSer’s
criticism of his rival in the second round, Michalek, who right before the de-
ciding round asked HilSer to step down from the race. Michalek could benefit
during his campaign from the fact that he occupied the post of Senator for this
Prague district in the previous term and also from the support of the Czech
Pirate Party for which he ran. During the whole campaign, his profile was less
popular than HilSer’s, and his appeal to HilSer, asking him not to continue
with the campaign right before the second round dramatically increased the
negative sentiment on his profile.

Figure 4: Sentiment towards Pavel Fischer
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In Prague’s 17 electoral district Fischer ran for office and gained 49,98 % of the
vote in the first round and won the election in the second round with 78,07 %
of the vote. Unlike Draho$ and HilSer, Fischer focused his Facebook campaign
mostly on sharing interviews, articles and TV appearances, as well as presenting
his professional qualities and experience. As Fischer was competing for office
in his place of residence, he did not have to justify his decision to run for his
particular voting district. Although compared to the other winning candidates
his communication was rather sparse, Fischer and his team were very active on
his personal website, where the candidate regularly shared articles, invitations
for campaign events, photos from meetings as well as personal stories about his
past time activities and hobbies. While the profile on Facebook was less active,
it still attracted significant attention of users, especially compared to Fischer’s

POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 15 (2019) 2 297



rival in the second round. On Tylova’s profile, just a handful of users’ reactions
appeared during the observed period, and the only increase in interaction hap-
pened during the second round. These comments were mostly negative.

Fischer, similar to other winning candidates, shared his experiences from
meetings that were conducted during the campaign or the events he attended.
Feedback on his photos from a concert on Slovansky Island was very positive,
as were photos from the Milada Horakova memorial reveal and the Moravian
Saint Wenceslas Feast, which Fischer attended with his wife. Although Fisher
was among the candidates with a lower amount of shared posts, due to the
high number of followers and regular communication with users, his posts had
a great outreach to the users of Facebook. Even though the activity on his pro-
file was not as high compared to other successful candidates, when compared
to other candidates in the 17" electoral district in Prague Fischer’s profile was
among the most visited, most commented on and most shared ones.

Fischer’s most positively received post was a short video in which the can-
didate sympathized with independent journalism and rejected attacking jour-
nalists (Fischer 2018a). Also proving popular was a video commemorating the
holiday of Saint Wenceslas, in which Fischer stated that one of his priorities is
the support of solidarity and justice in society (Fischer 2018b). Facebook users
appreciated in Fischer’s typically short commentaries, his pleasant demeanour
and polite presence but they also commented on his experience in diplomatic
service and that his opinions ‘were reasonable’. The support and positive senti-
ment towards the candidate started to increase substantially in the period before
the first and second rounds of the Senate elections, during which his profile
was visited by any users who came to show their appreciation and wished the
candidate a successful election result. Many users who showed their support
were not citizens of Prague, but a wide public from the entire Czech Repub-
lic, who repeatedly said that they wished that Fischer would run in the next
presidential elections. Negative sentiment towards Fischer was minimal. The
post that attracted the most positive reactions also gathered the most negative
reactions. It involved the defence of independent journalism and journalists
in the beginning of September. Some users also negatively perceived Fischer’s
long engagement abroad.

Wagenknecht was the one candidate from the winners of Prague’s Senate
elections who was a member of a political party, the Czech Pirate Party. Wa-
genknecht proceeded to the second round with the lowest supremacy over his
rival. In the first round, he received only 18,5 % of the vote, whereas the second
candidate, Dungl, got 15,29 %. The competition in the second round was the
tightest from the four Prague districts. Wagenknecht won with 54,45 % of the
vote. Although the popularity of his profile was not as strong when compared
to other successful candidates, Wagenknecht benefited from the attention of
more than 100 thousand users who followed the Facebook profile of the Pirate
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Figure 5: Sentiment towards Lukas Wagenknecht

30

8
8
8

aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa

S8 S99 8g 99
S S F G o N o oo dgdodgdaoggadgiddsadgaadas

10/11/20:

= Ambivalent

party, which throughout the campaign delivered information on the campaign
and Wagenknecht’s candidacy. The presentation of the candidate, who focused
his campaign on the issue of corruption, consisted of sharing photos from
meetings with the electorate and videos on Facebook that communicated his
programmatic priorities. Wagenknecht also used comedy sketches, which
outlined the priorities he wanted to address in the Senate. In comparison to
Dungl’s campaign, who competed against Wagenknecht in the second round,
it was noticeable that during the whole observed period Wagenknecht attracted
a larger number of positive comments, but also a lively discussion about current
political issues and problems not directly related to the candidate’s campaign.
Not only the followership but also the activity on Dungl’s profile was notice-
ably lower, and especially in the days before the first and the second round the
number of negative reactions increased.

Wagenknecht approached his campaign in a light manner, employing hu-
mour and focused, similarly to Fischer, more on the professional topics rather
than on emotional and private messages like Draho$ and HilSer. His connection
to a political party brought Wagenknecht more space in the context of the social
site and raised the visibility of the campaign. However, his connection to the
Czech Pirate Party was also a cause of many negative comments, in which users
stated their negative feelings towards both the candidate and the party, as well
as ambivalent comments, which supported Wagenknecht but were critical of
his relationship with the Pirates. The perception of the candidate’s employment
with the Ministry of Finance during the period in which Andrej Babi$ was the
prime minister was also negative. Users noted that Wagenknecht did not become
the deputy in the area of financial management and audit with the intention of
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‘fighting against injustice’, that he lacks expertise or that he ‘collaborates with
a state-security member and a liar’ (Lukas Wagenknecht 2018a). One of the most
negative reactions was towards Wagenknecht’s policy priorities and the criticism
of Andrej Babi$ in the middle of September 2018. It is not without interest that
the candidate’s position against corruption was usually perceived positively by
users, but some users in the 17th district of Prague pointed out that there are
more pressing issues in the district, like issues with parking, traffic or housing.
A post in which Wagenknecht stated that the state service should be apolitical
was received positively. Throughout the campaign on Facebook, users appreci-
ated that the candidate ‘says things how he sees them as correct’ and is ‘not
afraid to express his opinions’. Especially positive was the sentiment towards
the fact that the candidate regularly answered the comments and questions of
the users and participated in the discussion on Facebook. Particularly at the
end of the campaign, the positive sentiment prevailed over adverse reactions
on the candidate’s profile.

Conclusion

In the past decade, candidates for office in the Czech Republic have started to
significantly increase their use of social media in political campaigns. Communi-
cation with the electorate through Web 2.0, the use of interactive websites, blogs
and social media platforms in campaign strategies, have made it possible for
political parties as well as individual politicians to share a wide range of content,
from regularly posted messages, photos and videos, to surveys and requests for
financial donations. Due to the communication in real-time, the easy access
for the viewers as well as the possibility of immediate feedback and reactions
from the electorate, and the possibilities for personalization, social networks
allowed the candidates to take the campaign closer to the voters not only in
personal contact but also through the permanent campaign conducted online.

Nevertheless, the use of new media for self-presentation and direct com-
munication is only gradually becoming a more permanent feature of political
campaigning in Central and Eastern Europe. Although many Czech politicians
and political parties have become active on social media, a broad group of politi-
cal actors employs online communication only sporadically in their campaign
strategies, without using the full potential of the internet. This is also evident
in the case of the Senate elections, which are the focus of this text. Out of the
41 candidates that ran for office in four districts in Prague, only 27 candidates
had an active profile on Facebook a month before the elections, the most widely
used social media platform in the Czech Republic.

This article aimed to thematise the self-personalisation in the online envi-
ronment and the consequences of a self-personalised style as a campaign tactic.
The goal was to examine the aspects of a personalisation and communication
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strategy towards the voters in the case of Facebook communication that took
place directly before the elections to the Senate in the autumn of 2018, as these
elections demonstrate how individual candidates running for office approach
their presence on social media. The observed period covered the ‘hot phase’ of
the campaign as well as its culmination; through both qualitative and quantita-
tive methods, it was analysed, whether the candidates who lead an active and
personalised campaign were more successful.

Jiri Drahos$, Marek HilSer and Pavel Fischer started their campaigns more
than a half year before the Senate elections when they ran for President of the
Czech Republic, and at the beginning of the observed period had a significantly
higher number of followers and interactions than other candidates. Not only
Drahos$, who was followed by several times more users than any other candidate,
but also HilSer and Fischer, had the opportunity to address a broader spectrum
of citizens through social media. Especially for non-partisan candidates, the
reach of their profile played a key role. Politicians who could have become better
known to the users from profiles of their political parties (as in the case of Lukas
Wagenknecht or Pavel Dungl), whose followers often reach in the hundreds of
thousands, did not have to dedicate as much attention to their profiles. A low
number of followers, as well as a low number of interactions and engagement,
often not surpassing a handful or couple of tens of users, implies that active
employment of social media platforms and the opportunities for personalisa-
tion and direct communication with the users that new media allows for is
not a prominent and standard feature of campaign strategies in the Czech
Republic, even in the elections to the second chamber of Parliament. It is not
without interest that from the 14 candidates who did not have an active profile
on Facebook during the observed period, only one candidate (Josef Nosek who
in the electoral district of Prague 8 ran for the political movement For Prague)
gained more than 5 % of the votes. Altogether, six out of eight candidates whose
number of interactions on Facebook did not surpass 1,000, gained less than
10 % votes. Although we cannot gauge from interactions, activity or number of
followers how the users spoke about candidates, nor what their preferences to-
wards candidates were, if they commented on the candidates’ profiles positively
or negatively, for which reason they followed the profile or if they were entitled
to vote in the district of the candidate, it is apparent that being able to reach
a wide group of user public can greatly increase visibility of the campaign and
disseminate awareness of the candidate’s campaign. Active social media users
are further able to communicate their perceptions of the candidates as opinion
leaders to other, less active users or people who are not active on social media
and thus enlarge the campaign’s scope.

The candidates used Facebook to inform users and voters about upcoming
events and opportunities to meet the candidate. The communication about the
contact campaign itself presented the topic most often communicated by the
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candidates. The candidates regularly used Facebook to share their interviews,
articles about their campaign or radio and TV appearances. From the content
of the posts that the candidates shared, it was evident that most actors based
their candidacy on two to three topics which they wanted to represent in the
Senate. Most often, issues such as healthcare, education, housing or transporta-
tion were addressed, as well as the environment and limitation of bureaucracy.
Candidates primarily communicated the intention of improving the lives of the
citizens of the given Prague district in particular ways, rather than thematising
topics connected to global politics or raising more controversial issues, such
as the relationship with the EU, migration or taxation. These topics were only
communicated on Facebook sporadically. Candidates focused instead on getting
the users acquainted with the campaign activities, meetings with voters in the
streets of Prague, as well as the presentation of their professional expertise and
character qualities, or to familiarise the users with their family and personal
lives, hobbies and pastime activities. The proportion of posts addressing per-
sonal topics and emotional responses of the candidates on the one hand, and
messages addressing activities and qualities linked to the duties of the Senator’s
office on the other hand, differed greatly. In the campaigns of Drahos, HilSer
and to a lesser degree Fischer, posts that thematised personal lives, opinions
and impressions of the candidates were prominent. However, Wagenknecht
and Dungl, whose competition in the second round was the closest, as well as
the candidates who were not successful, Tylova, Michalek and other candidates,
focused primarily on communicating the professional aspects and topics related
to representing and holding the office of Senator.

Facebook users reacted very positively to posts that were personalised, in
which candidates presented themselves as ordinary citizens, as well as towards
messages relaying interesting moments from the contact campaign, especially
in photographs. The comments of users suggested that positive reactions came
primarily from users who were already decided on supporting that particular
candidate. On the other hand, negative reactions were most often directed to-
wards posts with a professional orientation, thematising current political affairs,
and controversial political topics. In particular, posts expressing criticism of
the prime minister Andrej Babis or the president Milo§ Zeman raised recurrent
negative (but on the other hand, often simultaneously positive) sentiment from
Facebook users. Active discussions on the profiles of candidates and a high
number of users who participated in the debate in the comments, however,
could contribute to improving the reach of the profile on the internet and dis-
seminate the campaign to other users. Even if the reactions were adverse, the
critical group usually did not represent the primary electorate that the candidate
targeted. Facebook played an essential role in the effort of the candidates to
introduce themselves to the voters and to familiarise them with their personal-
ity. It also allowed candidates to explain why they chose to run in a particular
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district, what connects them to that neighbourhood and to establish a closer,
more personal relationship with users, whom the candidates were supposed
to represent in the Senate. The willingness of candidates to participate in the
discussion and to reply to users’ questions was appreciated.

Overall, it can be observed that conducting an active, personalised and
reactive campaign on Facebook, mainly if it was led by candidates who were
previously known to the public (from previous elections or a different political
function) and led the campaign in a more permanent manner, had its unques-
tionable importance in the elections to the Senate that were conducted in the
Autumn of 2018 in Prague. Nevertheless, it is also apparent in correspondence
to previous scholarly research, that in the context of the Czech Republic new
media do not present a panacea that would change the course of the elections
for candidates who lack funds and who don’t have sufficient support. For candi-
dates who had more financial resources, a higher number of followers, or who
raised positive sentiment, the victory in the election was far from guaranteed.
Leading a continuous campaign that allowed for establishing a personal con-
nection between the candidate and the user was highly beneficial for successful
candidates. It provided feedback for continuous adjustment of the electoral
strategy and made it possible for the candidates to spread the word about their
candidacy beyond their supporter’s bubble towards more passive users of the
internet and to the citizens who did not pay attention to new media. Thus it can
be concluded that online personalised campaigns are an important tool in the
campaign strategy for Czech political candidates and should therefore attract
continuous attention of the scholarly public, who should address the use of Web
2.0 not only from the stance of political parties and major players, but also in
regard to local elections and elections accentuating individual candidates, as
the personalisation of politics taking place online is a predominant trend that
in past decades reached the countries of Central and Eastern Europe as well.
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