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Abstract. In the Norwegian context, eParticipation in the form of online 
campaigning has been on the agenda since 2001. After Obama’s successful 
presidential campaign in 2008, expectations about the use of SNS in the 
Norwegian parliamentary election were high.  

This study explores genres of participation in the early stages of the 2009 
Norwegian parliamentary election campaign. The main finding is that the 
political parties have seen the need for a presence in SNS’, and that a genre 
repertoire for political communication through SNS is beginning to evolve. 
However, there is little agreement between citizens and politicians about how 
the different genres should be enacted. Further work with genres is presented as 
a possible solution to lessening this communication gap. 

Keywords: eParticipation, Social Networking Systems, Genre theory, Genre 
Repertoire, election campaign. 

1   Introduction 

Online campaigning has been on the agenda in Norway since the parliamentary 
election in 2001. Back then the Internet played a marginal role, but it was expected 
that this would change in coming election campaigns [1]. Barack Obama’s successful 
online campaign in 2008 created expectations that the political parties in Norway 
would use social networking systems (SNS) with a similar degree of success [2].  

The Norwegian research project power and democracy1 conducted a study of the 
state of democracy in Norway between 1998 and 2003. One of the main conclusions 
of the study was that representative democracy is in decline. The loyalty to political 
parties and the broad social movements that characterized the period following World 
War II is replaced by an electorate that moves from one party to the next, more or less 
guided by the current headlines in the media. Single issues have become more 
important than party politics. This means that power is slowly moving from the 
parliament towards lobbying and non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) [3]. 

As a research field, eParticipation examines how to include citizens in the public 
discourse. Online campaigning and participation in the decision-making process are 
typical eParticipation activities [4]. There is an increasing belief in several countries 
                                                           
1 For information in English, see  
  http://www.sv.uio.no/mutr/english/index.html 
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that eParticipation can be an important factor for strengthening democracy [4, 5], and 
in Norway, politicians are signaling that they want more citizen dialogue and user-
involvement in the political process [6]. 

Many eParticipation projects fail to get a “representative sample of the population” 
to participate [7]. In contrast, SNS’ have a large user base as well as functionality that 
could help foster participation. The massive interest for SNS use in the Norwegian 
election, and Obama’s success with SNS, makes this an interesting area for 
eParticipation research. The purpose of this paper is to examine the SNS 
communicative strategies of Norwegian political parties in the 2009 parliamentary 
election, and to examine whether there is evidence of an emerging genre repertoire of 
political communication in SNS. Genre theory is used as theoretical lens for the study.   

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Chapter two provides a brief 
literature review of social networks in eParticipation and election campaigns as a 
form of eParticipation. Chapters three and four present the research method and 
findings of the study, and Chapter five provides a summary of the paper with some 
possible directions for future research. 

2   Background and Prior Research 

A functioning democracy requires good communication between citizens and their 
elected representatives [8]. Communication is hindered by the fact that traditional 
political engagement through parties is in decline, being replaced by engagement in 
single issues and various interest groups [3]. To improve communication, political 
parties have begun experimenting with information and communication technologies 
(ICTs), as this has proven effective in the delivery of online services [9]. There is as 
yet little evidence of success in eParticipation projects. Several case studies point out 
potential benefits [10], but there are some challenges involved. Many politicians are 
reluctant, because they feel that eParticipation goes against the values of representative 
democracy, or because they are uncertain about technology use [11]. There is also 
disagreement about the outcome of dialogue in eParticipation projects. Politicians 
mainly want to inform, while citizens want to influence the decision-making process 
[12]. To shorten the gap between citizen and politician, Päivärinta & Sæbø [13] have 
developed four different models of democracy, ranging from partisan and liberal 
democracy (where politicians set the agenda) to deliberative and direct democracy 
(where citizens set the agenda). Democracy models could be used to create an explicit 
agreement on the outcome of eParticipation projects.  

Another challenge to eParticipation is that many projects have few users and fail to 
get a “representative sample of the population” to participate [7]. Despite this, citizens 
are active users of the Internet in other areas. We share information and content, 
participate in online networks and even exchange political ideas in various SNSs [6]. 
An increasing number of private companies are using SNSs to communicate with 
clients and customers[14], and customers are beginning to expect this type of dialogue 
[15]. Media use is becoming ever more fragmented. In the past you would reach 
everyone through TV or printed newspapers. Today people access news in a number 
of different sources, making it difficult to reach out to everyone. By using SNS, it 
becomes easier to utilize the “long tail”, the many small internet-based services where 
different groups of people go for information [16-18].  
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2.1   Social Networking Services  

Web 2.0, social networks, social media and new media. There are many labels 
attached to the new phenomena we observe in digital media today. The concept of 
web 2.0 first emerged in 2005, when O’Reilly Publishing examined the companies 
that survived the burst of the “dot com bubble”. These companies had something in 
common; Their services got more useful as the user base grew, utilized “collective 
intelligence” through tags and recommendations, and relied heavily on user-generated 
content [16]. User-generated content and user-involvement have been put forth as the 
most important elements of web 2.0 [17, 19]. Because of the study’s focus on online 
campaigning, this paper will use the concept of social networks/social networking 
services (SNS), and examine how these were used by political parties to communicate 
with citizens. SNSs are web-based services where users can 1) create and maintain a 
public or private profile. 2) create a list of other users they are connected to, and 3) 
see their own and others’ contact lists [20]. The most popular SNSs are those that  
focus on user-generated content, participation, openness and network effects [21].  

Social networking is not mainly about technology, but about covering people’s 
needs for access to and sharing of information, collaboration and the creation of 
identity and self. As such, SNS should be treated more as a cultural than technological 
phenomenon [22]. To reap the benefits of SNS, owners of information needs to open 
their data, think in terms of collaborative production of ideas and content, and to share 
ideas with others in order to create better information[15]. 

2.2   Election Campaigns and Social Networks 

Campaigning is all about getting the message out to the public, and convincing the 
public that your party has the best policy. The election campaign has a very big 
influence on the outcome of the parliamentary election. More than 40 % of Norwegian 
voters wait until the final weeks of the campaign before deciding who gets their vote, 
and many change their mind several times during the campaign [23]. Younger voters 
are more likely to cast their vote differently from one election to the next [24]. When 
the Norwegian newspapers became politically independent, political parties lost the 
power to decide what should be on the public agenda [3]. The media has taken over 
this role, and are trying to write about the things they believe voters are concerned 
about [3, 24]. Web statistics site alexa.com shows that younger age groups are still a 
majority in social networking sites such as Twitter and Facebook, and SNSs are among 
the most visited web sites in the world. Politicians wishing to influence the public 
should therefore have a presence in SNS, a presence that could help in taking back 
some of the agenda-setting power that the media currently possess.  

Norwegian political parties have used the Internet in election campaigns for years, 
but SNS was first introduced in 2007. Inspired by Barack Obama, the 2009 election 
was the first time Norwegian parties were expected to really go in for SNS as a 
campaign tool [25]. Norwegian parties started using the Internet during the election 
campaign in 2001. This first attempt mainly produced digital copies of party 
documents and brochures, but even so the number of visitors to these sites increased a 
lot during the campaign [1]. At the 2005 parliamentary election, all the major parties 
had good web sites, and the Internet was seen as a natural part of the campaign. 
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However, users still preferred other media, with only 13 % of voters accessing the 
web sites of political parties [26]. In the 2007 local and regional elections parties had 
begun experimenting with SNS, publishing videos to Youtube, creating profiles on 
Facebook and writing blogs [27]. Facebook provided an outlet for the party grass-
roots and sympathizers to some extent [27], but there was little evidence of a real 
dialogue between politicians and citizens [28].  

3   Method 

The study was conducted using a qualitative, interpretive approach. Data was 
collected through semi-structured interviews with representatives from the seven 
political parties that were represented in the parliament before the election (Socialist 
Left, Labor, Center Party, Liberals, Christian people’s party, Conservatives and the 
Progress Party). Five interviews were made face to face, while two of the parties only 
had time for e-mail interviews. All of the interview subjects were hired by their 
respective parties to work with social networking strategies. The Interviews lasted 
between 40 and 77 minutes, and were taped and transcribed. To create a more 
complete account of the parties’ election campaigns, observation and analysis of 
content and interaction in the SNSs used by the parties were applied. This made it 
possible to compare what the information workers said with what their employers, the 
politicians, were actually doing, and to create an overview of the genre repertoire in 
SNS political communication. Data was collected between March and May in 2009. 

Interview questions and content analysis were guided by genre theory. Genre 
theory can be applied to study the role of communication in social processes. Genres 
evolve over time, in the interplay between institutional practice and the people 
communicating [29]. Genre theory provides us with a lens for detailed understanding 
of political communication, beyond the scope of democracy models [8] and the 
observation of technological functionality [30]. Originally, genres were recognized by 
having similar form and content, where form refers to physical and linguistic features, 
and content to themes and topics of the genre [29]. Later, when the Internet became 
more popular, functionality offered by the medium delivering the genre was added as 
a third construct [31]. A set of genres used by a given community can be seen as a 
genre repertoire[30]. The genre repertoire of a community can reveal a “rich and 
varied array of communicative practices” shaped by community members in response 
to norms, events, time pressure and media capabilities [30].  The genres reported in 
table 1 are based on the interviews, and the genres in table 2 are discovered by 
following the framework of Päivärinta et al [32]. 

4   Findings 

The interview guide and guidelines for content analysis were created using the 5W1H 
method for genre analysis [8, 33]. 5W1H consists of the questions “where, why, 
when, who, what” and “how”. The purpose is to uncover how the genre is enacted, in 
what situations it is used, who the participants are and why the genre is used. By 
asking the same questions in interviews and content analysis, the difference between 
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the parties becomes a lot clearer than from interviews only. In addition to 5W1H, 
interview subjects were asked about their experience of the 2007 election, and what 
they would do differently this time. 

Where - Interview subjects were asked about their party’s presence in SNS and the 
Internet, and why they had chosen these services and not others. All of the parties 
have their own web site; everyone provides video and photo sharing, have a presence 
on Facebook and blogs. And with the exception of the Progress Party, everyone used 
Twitter. In addition, Labor and the Center Party also had a presence in the Norwegian 
SNS Origo. They all had the same explanation for why they had chosen these outlets, 
that they wanted a presence a) where people already are, and b) in the most relevant 
services for political participation. 

Why – Parties agreed on why they where present in SNS, using words such as 
engaging citizens, dialogue and communication:  

“We want to meet people where they are, be it in the store, at stands or online. 
That is why it is so important to us to have a presence in social media. Dialogue is the 
key to good solutions, and social media are a great place for dialogue” (Center 
Party). 

Despite two-way communication being the objective, the parties are aware that this 
is not an easy task, and that earlier attempts have become one-way information 
channels: “Social media needs to be used correctly. Not just as a microphone for 
press releases, as we and other parties have a tendency of doing, because of a lack of 
time for dialogue” (Liberals) 

What – Answers were a bit more varied on the question of what types of content 
the parties wanted to present. The party’s policy was most important, and again it was 
pointed out that SNS could help disseminate this to groups that are difficult to reach 
through other channels. Labor and the Socialist Left are most explicit about spreading 
content that can help engage citizens in dialogue, and get party sympathizers to 
volunteer for “real world” activities: “To us, the most important thing is that citizens 
can become active participants in the offline world. We don’t want people to just sit in 
front of their screens, watching videos. We want to inspire, to get people to talk to 
others, to recruit people, go knocking on doors, get people out of the chair and into 
the voting booths” (Labor)” 

Who – There is some variation in who from the party that participates in 
communication through SNS. The common reply to this question was “as many as 
possible of those politicians who are interested”, and the goal was to make party 
leaders and candidates for parliament to participate. Age was put forth as a barrier to 
participation, as older candidates were not used to communicating online, and had no 
wish to learn: “Some of our older candidates find the whole thing a bit scary and 
difficult. That is a challenge to us, to teach them that it is actually really simple once 
you get started.” (Christian People’s Party) 

Others were less concerned about age, because they experienced that more and 
more middle-aged people are joining social networks, partially as a consequence of 
political presence: “We see statistics that older people are joining as well. Jens’ [the 
prime minister] Facebook profile led to a lot of 40 to 50 year olds joining, because 
when the prime minister was there, they had to be as well” (Labor) 

Most parties had no explicit strategy about who they wanted to communicate with. 
Some had no thoughts at all about this; some just said they wanted to engage potential 
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voters, without saying anything about who their potential voters are. The Christian 
People’s party is explicit about wanting to reach younger age groups, as their existing 
voters are mainly older people. The Liberal party has defined their typical voter as 
young and urban, and is trying to reach out to this group, but has no strategy about 
how they can accomplish this.  

When – Everyone replied that they did not want to use SNS only during the 
election campaign. They point out that the use of SNS is not mainly a campaign tool, 
but part of a bigger strategy to engage in a dialogue with citizens: “IT goes without 
saying that the work we put in now will continue…There’s a virtual world out there 
that is just as important to be present in as the real world…You just have to pay 
attention to what is happening and use the Internet for all it is worth” (Conservatives) 

The Socialist Left party claims that the election campaign is less important than to 
maintain a constant dialogue and receive input from voters about their policy: “If you 
only use this during the election campaign…that is not the time policy is formed, so if 
you are serious about dialogue it does not make sense to stop after the election” 

The Liberal party voiced some concern about time and resource constraints, and 
said that this could potentially be an obstruction to continued use: “These things tend 
to stop after the election. We don’t want it to, but it takes an effort, both from 
politicians and us employees, and also some financial resources.”  

How – Parties were asked about how they wanted to communicate. If they wanted 
one- or two-way communication, to engage citizens in campaigning, how they wanted 
to structure communication, and what type of language they used in SNS. 

There is broad agreement that content and language must be adapted to the specific 
medium. Interview subjects were eager to discuss blogs, and the importance of a less 
formal language and a more personal approach to writing came up several times 
during many of the interviews: “Contrary to what politicians are used to, you need to 
be more open, honest, listening, trying to write so that the audience are moved by the 
content, be humble” (Labor) 

Contributions from citizens are also wanted, both in terms of policy debates and 
user-generated content. The Liberals, the Socialist Left and Labor announced 
competitions via YouTube, Twitter and Facebook, where they asked voters to create 
their own videos or web applications that the party could use.  

Learning experience – 2007 was the first time that political parties experimented 
with SNS, and all of them provide tales of a steep learning curve. Labor and the 
Liberals point out that 2007 was an experiment, where the primary objective was to 
test new channels of communication: “We tried some things, and got some negative 
responses. Our objective has been to be first movers, because then you get a lot of 
coverage in the media. So quality was sometimes lacking” (Labor). The Center party 
was not very happy with their own efforts two years ago: “I am tempted to say that we 
do everything differently today” 

4.1   Genre Repertoire 

In the interviews, dialogue, contributions from citizens and involvement are 
mentioned as the overarching objective of party presence in SNSs. Table 1 presents 
these as genres, identified through the 5W1H method. These should be considered 
genre objectives, as there are many ways of creating dialogue, providing contributions 
or getting involved.  
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Table 1. Genres identified in interviews 

 Dialogue Contribution Involvement 

Why Involve citizens in public 
debate 

Knowledge about citizen 
concerns 

Raise funds. Get 
people to volunteer 

When Continuous Election time Election time 

What  Conversation between citizens 
and politicians/citizens and 
citizens 

Q&A. Voter stories Competitions, 
membership forms, 
information 

Who Politicians, party members, 
citizens  

Politicians, party 
members, voters 

Voters, sympathizers 

Where SNS, web site SNS, web site SNS, web site 

How  Encourage dialogue.  
Open and personal language. 
Citizen-generated content.  

Encourage contributions 
and questions from 
voters  

Competitions, theme 
sites, cross-
publication  

To identify the genres that make dialogue, contributions and involvement possible, 
I conducted a content analysis of the SNSs where the parties were present. Table 2 
summarizes the identified genres, following the method created by Päivärinta, 
Halttunen and Tyrväinen [32]. The producers and users of information are identified 
to indicate the direction of communication. By mapping the medium the genre is 
presented through, we can learn something about which medium is suited for which 
genre. The final column shows which genre objective the genre is related to. When 
examining the individual Social network sites, we see how the functionality of the 
medium has great influence on communication. For example, Facebook wall posts 
and Twitter messages are very similar, but still produce very different outcomes 
because of the way they are presented.   

Table 2. Genres identified through content analysis 

Genre Producer User Medium Related to 

Policy comment Citizen Citizen, party Facebook, blog, Origo, 
Twitter, video 

Dialogue, 
contribution 

Call for action Citizen, party Citizen Facebook, Twitter, video Contribution, 
involvement 

Q&A Citizen Party Facebook, Twitter, blog Dialogue 

Appeal to party  Citizen Party Facebook, Twitter, blog Dialogue, 
contribution 

Greeting Citizen Party Facebook, blog Dialogue 

Personal accounts Citizen Party blog contribution 

Video response Citizen, party Citizen, party YouTube Contribution 

 
The list presented in table 2 should not be considered complete. These are the 

genres that were present during the time of observation. Due to the changing nature of 
SNS, it is more than likely that new genres have been added. The  list should be 
considered as a starting point for a more comprehensive mapping of genres, not as a 
finalized list.  
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Policy comments are comments from citizens on party policy. These come in many 
forms. As Wall or discussion posts on Facebook or Origo, in Twitter messages, blog 
comments or as video responses. Video responses are rare, but not unheard of. Policy 
comments can be seen both as contributions to policy development and as part of a 
dialogue.  

Calls for action mainly originate with the party, but are often distributed through 
citizens supporting the party making the call. This genre incorporates calls for 
volunteers, competitions and calls for action in specific cases. Several parties have 
created Facebook groups for parts of their policy. Calls are presented in video, with 
links to the video posted to Facebook and Twitter.  

The Q&A genre is perhaps the genre that citizens are least satisfied with. Many 
questions on Facebook walls remain unanswered, or are answered unsatisfactorily. 
Some citizens ask why politicians bother having a presence in SNS when they do not 
engage in conversations with citizens.  

Appeals to the party are similar to policy comments. The difference is that where 
policy comments reflect directly on the party’s political program, appeals are more 
specific, asking what the party intends to do with this or that matter. There is some 
frustration among citizens when these are not answered. 

Greeting is an interesting genre. At his birthday, Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg 
received hundreds of greetings wishing him a happy birthday. In other cases, we see 
greetings thanking the party for something they have done, or cheering them on to 
fight for a specific case. This genre, while not directly political, could be seen as 
narrowing the gap between politician and citizen, creating a sense of personal 
attachment between the two.  

Personal accounts are mainly found in blogs, as response to politicians asking for 
the stories of individual citizens. The most interesting example is where the minister 
of health asks for people’s stories as input to a major health reform. This initiative 
generated around a thousand replies from citizens wanting to share their experiences 
with the Norwegian health system. 

Video responses from citizens are rare, but some examples exist. These can be 
either interviews where citizens respond to something politicians have said, or 
responses to the competitions where parties ask citizens to contribute. There are also 
responses between parties, where video is used in a similar manner to newspaper 
debates, and responses between politicians belonging to the same party.  

Even though we see an emerging genre repertoire in political communication 
through SNS, the content analysis shows that there are some challenges that need to 
be addressed. The main problem, especially with the policy comment, Q&A and 
appeal to party genres, is that for some, communication is still mostly one-way. Some 
parties and politicians are not responding to questions, and comments and appeals are 
even less likely to receive answers, while others are better at responding. On the other 
hand, calls for action and policy comments where parties have asked for comments, 
receives a lot of attention and feedback. This is in line with other research, claiming 
that political use of SNS is not yet following web 2.0 principles fully, but rather 
functions as a “web 1.5” [34].  
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5   Conclusion 

Political parties in Norway report that they are serious about using SNS to create 
dialogue, contributions and involvement from citizens. They want to increase political 
awareness in the population, get sympathizers to participate in offline activities, and 
to have citizens influence policy development. They report that this is not just an 
election time activity, but something they want to continue doing after the election in 
order to create a better dialogue between party and citizen.  

The content analysis shows that while there has in fact been developing a genre 
repertoire for political communication in SNS, there is little agreement on how 
some of these genres should be enacted. Genres involving citizen-initiated 
dialogue are the most problematic, while politician-initiated genres have more 
success. This could be because politicians still are uncertain about how to 
communicate in SNS, and what communication through SNS should mean for the 
political process. It could also be a question of politicians and citizens not 
understanding the genre, and not understanding the appropriate level of democracy 
for each individual genre. Further research should address this, and develop a 
genre repertoire that helps politicians and citizens to reach a mutual understanding 
of what they are communicating about, as well as what the outcome of 
communication should be. Genre theory and democracy models have demonstrated 
the communicative gap between politicians and citizens, and could prove useful in 
closing this gap. 
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