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Political candidates on infotainment programs and their emotional
effects on Twitter: An analysis of the 2015 Spanish general elections

pre-campaign season

Abstract

The infotainment format offers candidates an informal setting to show a more
personal side of themselves to the electorate, opening themselves up to potential
voters. An example of media hybridization, social networks users can
immediately comment on infotainment television programs, a process known as
second screening. These second screeners tend to be especially active in politics.
This paper analyses the immediate emotional reaction of these users as they
watch infotainment programs that air during the campaign or pre-campaign
seasons and feature political candidates as guests. We have confirmed that second
screeners react more emotionally towards the candidate when his or her party is
mentioned, and less emotionally when the host displays an aggressive attitude
through his or her non-verbal communication. When issues related to the
candidate’s personal lives are discussed, users’ emotional reactions improve
slightly. The relevance of this research stems from the fact that we are witnessing
the consolidation of a politics that increasingly strays from ideological questions,

and instead focuses on more emotional and personal issues.

Keywords: emotional public sphere; political infotainment; Twitter sentiment
analysis; second screening; personalization of politics; 2015 Spanish general

elections

Introduction

Political candidates’ appearances on infotainment programs are leaving their mark on
the public sphere (Lunt & Mervi, 2007). These programs are normally broadcast during

prime time, and they garner a considerable TV audience share thanks to the variety of



topics and the clear entertainment value of the content therein. People who do not
typically follow politics come in direct contact with candidates when the latter appear
on popular infotainment programs (Baum & Jamison, 2006). Nonetheless, economic
issues tend to dominate these programs, especially those broadcast on private TV
channels, often shaping the programs’ political debate (Thussu, 2007).

Infotainment programming is part and parcel of the wide-ranging transformation
of political communication. Not only are formats mixed in a single TV genre, but the
communication dynamics of digital media are also fusing with the logics of more
established media. Chadwick (2013) considers second screening one of the most
genuine manifestations of such media hybridization. While they watch a TV program,
viewers simultaneously engage in conversation through social networks (Gil de ZUfiga,
Garcia-Perdomo, & McGregor, 2015; Wohn & Na, 2011).

In this research, we focus on second screening during infotainment programs
that feature a political candidate as guest. The increasing importance of infotainment
programs in political marketing (Maarek, 2014), along with greater political
engagement by the viewers of such shows (Vaccari, Chadwick, & O’Loughlin, 2015),
makes our study relevant to political communication research. We analysed Spain's
2015 general elections because the political context leading up to election day was
influenced by the emergence of political parties that dedicated a significant portion of
their political strategy to managing emotions (Casero-Ripollés, Feenstra, & Tormey,
2016), and many infotainment programs featured politicians as guests during the pre-

campaign season (Peris Blanes & Ldpez-Rico, 2017).



Literature review

Infotainment and politics

The defining characteristic of infotainment TV programs is the fusion of information
and entertainment (Ferré, 2013). Brants and Neijens (1998) described the entertainment
aspects when the guest is a politician: the topics generally revolve around their
personality, their character, and their image, thus highlighting their most human facets;
the audience tends to revere the host; the interviews generally take on an informal tone,
thus eliciting empathy; the conversation seeks out common ground instead of
confrontation; and lastly, the live audience usually participates in the program at some
point. Delli, Caprini, and Williams (2001) discussed these programs’ usefulness for
highlighting politicians’ non-political side. Electoral campaign strategies can leverage
this opportunity, as it allows candidates to get closer to the electorate. In terms of
political marketing, Maarek (2014) showed that by appearing on such programs,
politicians garner important media attention.

However, the ubiquity of infotainment programs has subtly transformed the
public sphere. Rational critical discussion, which contributed so much to the formation
of modern public opinion (Habermas, 1989), is usually tossed aside in the political
conversations on infotainment programs, as spectacle and emotions win out. At the
same time, people's political engagement takes a second seat to audience ratings (Lunt
& Mervi, 2007), and soft news on personal issues is favoured over political news and
public affairs (Thussu, 2007).

With the erosion of politicians’ private lives, topics traditionally associated with
one’s family life or romantic relationships are discussed openly and publicly. This
“privatization” of politicians’ lives (Holtz-Bacha, 2003) stems from the “personalization

of politics” (Bennet, 2012), in which personal aspects of candidates’ lives replace



ideology and politics as the campaign’s focal points, a more complex process than can
be detailed here. For Casero-Ripollés (2011), this phenomenon is closely-linked to the
end of the “opaqueness of power”, due above all to the mediatisation of politics, and to
the increasing political discontent in different societies.

Several studies have shown that politicians’ appearances on infotainment
programs have led social groups less likely to follow political affairs to become
interested in politics (Baum & Jamison, 2006; Harrington, 2008). Nonetheless, it would
seem the audience's reaction to these programs has not been sufficiently studied,
especially around campaign season. It would be very useful to analyse the reactions of
TV viewers to politicians being presented to them in a way that focuses more on
expressive and emotional aspects than political or ideological questions. Second
screening can be a reference point for examining the reactions of a sample of the

audience.

Second Screening

Second screening is the real-time interaction among social network users while they
watch a TV program (Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2011; Gil de Zudiga et al., 2015; Vaccari
et al., 2015). This exchange of messages among viewers is the result of the media
convergence anticipated by Jenkins (2006), in which the TV audience would become
more engaged thanks to digital media. In the field of political communication,
Chadwick (2013) has described second screening as an example of the confluence of
different media logics.

Twitter is a particularly apt social network for second screening. The 140-
character limit allows users to send messages quickly without losing track of the TV
program. Additionally, its tools for mentioning other users and following topics, the @

sign and the hashtag (#), respectively, allow people to follow the online conversation



easily. Anstead and O’Loughlin (2011) confirmed Twitter’s prominent role in the online
reaction of people who viewed a controversial 2009 episode of the BBC's Question
Time. Their study revealed the plurality of second screeners, despite being a small
percentage of the audience at large. Later research has shown other characteristics of
such users, such as greater online engagement (Gil de Zufiga et al., 2015) and several
forms of political engagement (Vaccari et al., 2015). It would also seem the positive
feedback received during second screening generates a greater sense of connection with
the other participating users (Maruyama, Robertson, Douglas, Raine, & Semaan, 2017).
Vergeer and Franses (2016) detected consistent effects of agenda setting within the
Twitter conversation during televised candidate debates. Thus, the study of second
screening can help better understand the behaviour of a type of viewer who is
particularly relevant to political communication.

The emotional reactions of second screeners have also been studied. Wohn and
Na (2011) identified four types of tweets, including an emotional type, within a
framework of uses and gratifications. They found that the tweeted message’s type
correlated with the content broadcast on TV during a reality show and Barack Obama’s
Nobel Prize acceptance speech. Giglietto and Selva (2014) analysed the Twitter
conversation revolving around an entire season of an Italian politics show. The program
segments second screeners most paid attention to were the interviews and the group
discussions. The study also detected the effects of the celebritisation of politics on
Twitter.

The appearance of political candidates on infotainment programs leads to the
discussion of more personal topics, but not at the expense of topics dealing with politics
or the campaign. Given the context in which programs air today, it is useful to examine

the audience’s emotional reactions. Twitter sentiment analysis can help researchers



evaluate the emotional dynamics of second screeners’ communication while they watch

infotainment programs.

Sentiment analysis on Twitter

The emotional aspect of the Twitter conversation has interested researchers in
communication (Bravo-Marquez, Mendoza, & Poblete, 2014; Saif, Fernandez, He, &
Alani, 2012), as well as politics (Vilares & Alonso, 2016). Analysing sentiment on
Twitter involves assigning to each message a value corresponding to the emotional
weight it transmits. Medhat et al. (2014) divided the major sentiment analysis
techniques into two large groups: those that use automatic learning algorithms and those
based on dictionaries. For the first group, the process tends to be very complex, whereas
in the second group the key task is linguistic in nature.

Among the dictionary-based analysis tools, SentiStrength stands out (Thelwall,
Buckley, Paltoglou, & Cai, 2010). It was designed to determine sentiment intensity in
short strings of text. SentiStrength provides two values for each string of text analysed:
the string’s negative strength and its positive strength. Both values range from one to
five. Given the program's versatility, several researchers have employed SentiStrength
to study political communication on Twitter (Dang-Xuan, Stieglitz, Wladarsch, &
Neuberger, 2013; Guo & Vargo, 2015).

Shah et al. (2016) analysed the emotional effect on Twitter users of several non-
discursive elements of the Obama-Romney debates. Their analysis suggested that the
candidates’ non-verbal facial expressions and body gestures were the best predictor of a
tweet’s emotional valence. In infotainment, Twitter sentiment analysis provides
valuable information, due precisely to the strategic emotional component of such
programs. Ceron and Splendore (2016) analysed the sentiment of tweets sent during

several Italian talk shows to measure the shows’ ideological plurality. Among other



things, the researchers found that the host has a significant effect on the Twitter users’
emotional reaction.

In our study, we sought to measure second screeners’ emotional reaction to the
topics addressed on specific infotainment programs. To that end, we proposed the
following research questions:

RQI1: What effect does it have on the second screeners’ emotional reaction when
the candidate's personal issues are discussed on an infotainment program?

RQ2: What effect does it have on the second screeners’ emotional reaction when
important, current political issues are discussed?

RQ3: What effect does it have on the second screeners’ emotional reaction when

the candidate's political party is discussed?

Non-verbal communication

In addition to these content-related factors, another factor in the second screeners’
emotional reaction may be the candidate’s and the host's behaviour, given that non-
verbal communication on TV is important in political marketing (Maarek, 2014).
Sullivan and Masters (1988) studied audiences’ responses to politicians’ facial
expressions in public appearances. In keeping with ethnographic studies on social
interaction, they proposed three basic emotional displays: happiness/reassurance,
anger/threat, and fear/evasion. In their analysis of politicians’ non-verbal
communication, Grabe and Bucy (2009) considered two styles: agonic, when the sender
shows a tendency to seek out conflict and to fight; and hedonic, when the sender seeks
to transmit pleasure and form a bond.

Given the friendliness between the interviewee and the interviewer on
infotainment programs, one would assume that aggressive gestures or expressions

would affect the second screeners’ emotional reaction. In this study, we seek to explore
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the effect of these elements of non-verbal communication by posing the following
research questions:

RQ4: What effect does it have on the second screeners’ emotional reaction when
the interviewee expresses himself or herself through aggressive non-verbal
communication?

RQ5: What effect does it have on the second screeners’ emotional reaction when
the interviewer expresses himself or herself through aggressive non-verbal

communication?

Delay effect

The interaction among second screeners revolves around the televised content. Their
immediate reaction to what they have just seen is the focal point of our research.
Nonetheless, this reaction cannot be registered exactly when the content is broadcast, as
some time is required to tweet the message on the social network. Some studies have
found consistent effects on second screeners’ reactions with a delay interval (Shah et al.,
2016; Vergeer & Franses, 2016). Our study employs two models: one which tests the

simultaneous reaction, and one with a one-minute delay in the reaction.

Methodology

We chose Spain's 2015 General Elections as the context for testing our hypotheses. In
previous years, researchers had identified an increasing number of infotainment
programs on Spanish television channels (Berrocal Gonzalo, Redondo Garcia, Martin
Jiménez, & Campos Dominguez, 2014), and especially of political infotainment
programs (Pérez, Oliva, & Pujadas, 2014). Additionally, after the 2014 European
elections, Spain went from having two parties vying for power to four parties aspiring to

achieve a significant number of votes (Lopez Garcia & Valera Ordaz, 2017). Alongside
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the two traditional parties’ leaders, Mariano Rajoy of the People’s Party (PP) and Pedro
Sanchez of the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE), two other candidates
emerged: Pablo Iglesias of the left-wing Podemos (We can) and Albert Rivera of the
liberal Ciudadanos (Citizens). Moreover, part of Podemos’s political strategy in the
months leading up to the elections was for the party leader to appear on infotainment
programs and focusing on the emotional dynamic of their messages (Casero-Ripollés et
al., 2016). Amidst this uncertain electoral panorama, candidates’ increased presence on
infotainment programs is perhaps one of the most salient new features of the pre-
campaign and campaign seasons (Peris Blanes & Lopez-Rico, 2017).

Our study requires the use of two samples: one from our codification of
infotainment programs, and another from our sentiment analysis of the tweets sent while

the programs were on air.

Infotainment programs

We established three criteria for selecting the TV programs: 1. The program had to air
during prime time; 2. It had to have a political candidate on as guest; 3. The airdate had
to be near the 2015 general elections. Accordingly, we selected five episodes of two talk
shows, EI Hormiguero 3.0 (The Anthill 3.0) and En la tuya o en la mia (My place or
yours). The prior airs on the private channel Antena 3, whereas the 2015 season of the
latter aired on La 1 (Spanish public television). In the show El Hormiguero 3.0, the host
interviews a public figure, and then engages his guest in different segments revolving
around performances, comedy, and science. The show En la tuya o en la mia features an
in-depth interview that delves into personal and intimate aspects of the guest’s lives.
The candidates appearing on the selected episodes were: Pablo Iglesias (Motos, 2015a),
Albert Rivera (Motos, 2015b), and Pedro Sanchez (Motos, 2015c¢), on EI Hormiguero

3.0, and Pedro Sanchez (Osborne, 2015a) and Mariano Rajoy (Osborne, 2015b) on En

12



la tuya o en la mia.

Twitter data collection

The tweets published during each program were extracted from a general corpus from

the 2015 election pre-campaign and campaign seasons. To compile the general corpus,

we used Twitter’s application programming interface (API). We established three

extraction criteria for data collection: two general terms related to the elections (#20D

and “20-D”); the name and username of the four major political parties; and the name

and username of the four candidates for prime minister. We only extracted tweets

written in Spanish to better analyse the messages’ content. From the general corpus of

tweets, we built one for each episode. The two selection criteria were the air time of

each program and the in-tweet reference to the candidate who appeared on the program.

Lastly, we examine the emotional reaction to the candidate. Table 1 shows the

program’s broadcast schedule and the number of tweets in each corpus. Altogether, we

analysed 115,992 tweets.

Table 1. Program broadcast schedule, program segments, and number of tweets for each

program analysed.

Date Program Time slot Candidate Segments | Tweets
3 Nov 2015 El Hormiguero 3.0 22:47 —00:00 | Pablo Iglesias | 36 16,472
24 Nov 2015 | El Hormiguero 3.0 22:44 —23:59 | Albert Rivera | 40 35.721
25Nov 2015 | Enlatuyaoenlamia 22:15-23:52 | Pedro Sanchez | 100 6.802

2 Dec 2015 En la tuya o en la mia 22:15-23:53 | Mariano Rajoy | 109 39,301
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8 Dec 2015 El Hormiguero 3.0 22:40 — 23:58 | Pedro Sanchez | 35 17,696

Variables

Topics

To codify when the program's conversation dealt with the candidate or his party, we
took the data from Ldpez-Rico and Peris Blanes (2017), a study on the infotainment
programs from the 2015 election campaign. Among the episodes they studied are the
five we chose for our research. The authors divided each episode into analysis segments
in which the conversation revolved around a specific topic. The list of possible topics
contained 70 items and was based on the taxonomy proposed by Paterson (1980). One
of the topics was the candidate’s personal issues. In addition to the topics, we also
codified whom the interviewer and interviewee were talking about during the interview.
We designed two variables: topic and party. For the topics, we established five
categories: one corresponding with personal issues; three with the issues that most
concerned Spaniards according to the Centre for Sociological Research (CIS) barometer
published nearest election day (Centro de Investigaciones Socioldgicas, 2015), namely,
unemployment, corruption, and the economy; while the last category contained the
remaining topics. Party was a binary variable that indicated whether the candidate’s

party was discussed during the segment.

Non-verbal communication

The variables aggressive guest and aggressive host indicate the presence or absence of
elements of aggressive non-verbal communication transmitted by the candidate and the

host, respectively. In keeping with the work of Shah et al. (2016), we codified three
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levels of aggressive communication: verbal tone, facial display, and body gestures. We
analysed the levels for the show's host and guest. Then, using the results of this
codification, we designed the variables for our study: if we detected any element of
aggressive communication in the segment, we affirm that aggressive non-verbal
communication is present in that segment.

Verbal tone was operationalized as follows: the guest or host raises his or her
tone of voice to insist upon a statement or to rebuke the other person; the guest or host
insists on repeatedly explaining something; and a sense of aggressiveness or anger
dominates the guest’s or host's voice. Facial display was operationalized as follows:
eyes wide open; furrowed brow; fixed gaze; tense lips; facial rigidity, and a generally
negative or hostile expression. Lastly, body gestures were operationalized as such:
raising the index finger to make a statement; excessive hand movement to insist upon a
statement; a tense exchange of gestures; and generally aggressive and defiant behaviour.

Two of this paper’s authors codified the EI Hormiguero 3.0 episode with Pedro
Sanchez. The codified segments made up 17% of the total corpus. There was
disagreement in 9 of the 210 individual codifications. A Krippendorf alpha of 0.89 was
obtained, considered high for intercoder reliability (Krippendorf, 2013). Discrepancies
in codifications were put to debate between the two authors. Lastly, one of the authors

codified the other programs.

Tweet sentiment analysis

We established two dependent variables: positive sentiment and negative sentiment.
Each minute of the program represented a unit of analysis, and each variable indicated
the sentiment intensity of the Twitter conversation. We chose SentiStrength to perform
the analysis and adapted the program to fit our corpus. We based the analysis on

Vilares, Thelwall, and Alonso (2015), who validated the program by extensively
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renovating the Spanish lexicons. To adjust SentiStrength to suit our research, we
extracted all the emoticons, hashtags, and words from our campaign corpus of 8.9
million tweets. We manually determined the emotional value of the most used tokens
and incorporated it in the SentiStrength files. After this process, the dictionaries
contained 35,549 words, 1.075 fixed expressions, and 329 emoticons.

SentiStrength allows the user to optimize a term’s weight by using a gold
standard. For this purpose, a team of codifiers manually codified two corpora. The first
corpus of 1,200 tweets served as the gold standard, while the second, 500-tweet corpus,
was used to validate the algorithm. Every tweet was collected at random. The codifiers
assigned each tweet a positive sentiment intensity value between 1 and 5, as well as a
negative sentiment intensity value, also between 1 and 5. Discrepancies in the coders’
analysis were resolved with the help of one of this paper’s authors. Our goal was for
80% of the machine-analysed tweets to match the manually reached value, with a
margin of error of +/- 1 for both positive and negative sentiments. Upon testing the
algorithm, we obtained 81% accuracy for positive sentiments and 84.8% for negative
sentiments.

We performed aggregate calculations of the variables positive sentiment and
negative sentiment for every minute of the episode using the values provided by

SentiStrength for each tweet.

Results

Before performing the linear regression analyses, we had to adjust the two corpora for
them to have the same unit of measurement. To do so, we rearranged the independent
variables, initially measured based on the programs’ thematic segments, to match the

corresponding minute of the episode. Then, we created two tables: one in which the

independent and the dependent variables were aligned in the same minute (Model 1);
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and another in which there was a one-minute delay in the dependent variables (Model
2). Table 2 shows the standardized linear regression coefficients.

Personal issues and the public’s greatest concerns had hardly any impact on
immediate emotional reaction. For personal issues, we only detected a significant value
at 10% in the delayed reaction model, as well as a slight reduction in negative emotional
reaction ( =-0.113). Therefore, we cannot say anything with respect to RQ2, and in
terms of RQ1, we can only confirm a moderate effect on emotional reaction when the
candidate’s personal issues are discussed.

The independent variable with the most significant effect on second screeners’
emotional reaction is party, which corresponds with RQ3. In both models, we detected a
significant effect both in terms of positive sentiment (_simultaneous= 0.246,
B_delayed = 0.243) and negative sentiment (_simultaneous = 0.240, B_delayed =
0.237). Each of the four calculations shows an increase in the sentiment intensity of the
users’ reactions.

Aggressive non-verbal communication by the guest has no effect on the second
screeners’ simultaneous or one-minute delayed reactions. Therefore, we cannot answer
RQ4. However, we can answer RQ5 given that we detected significant effects when the
host displayed aggressive non-verbal communication. In both models, emotional
reaction is reduced, both in terms of positive sentiment (_simultaneous= -0.167,
B_delayed = -0.176) and negative sentiment (f_simultaneous = -0.166, _delayed = -

0.175).
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Table 2. Standardized regression coefficients for models 1 and 2.

Model 1:

Simultaneous reaction

Model 2:

1-minute delayed reaction

Positive Negative

sentiment sentiment on

Positive

sentiment on

Negative

sentiment on

on Twitter Twitter Twitter Twitter
Topics
Personal -0.035 -0.099 -0.048 -0.113*
CIS1: Unemployment -0.009 0.001 -0.012 -0.003
CIS2: Corruption -0.010 -0.016 -0.012 -0.019
CIS3: Economy -0.017 0.034 -0.021 0.030
Other Topics 0.014 0.022 0.009 0.017
Candidate’s party 0.246*** 0.240*** 0.243*** 0.237***
Aggressive non-
verbal communication
Guest 0.000 -0.022 0.001 -0.020
Host -0.167** -0.166** -0.176** -0.175**
N 401 401 396 396
R? 0.056 0.072 0.056 0.074
F 2.894*** 3.827*** 2.880*** 3.851***

Notes: Multicollinearity between independent variables was not detected.

*<0.1; ** < 0.05; *** < 0.01.
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Discussion and conclusion

This paper analysed the relationship between the content of infotainment programs
featuring a political candidate as guest and the emotional reaction in the parallel Twitter
conversation. To that end, we examined the content of several episodes in terms of two
fundamental elements: the topic of conversation and the interviewee’s and interviewer's
non-verbal communication. To determine tweet sentiment, we used SentiStrength after
having adjusted its dictionaries to the specific context of Spain's 2015 election
campaign.

The results indicate an immediate positive emotional effect when the candidates’
personal and intimate issues were discussed at the expense of other issues dealing with
their ideology and platform, in keeping with Maarek (2014). The analysed data suggests
that the audience views the programs with a sense of empathy and close proximity, and
the candidates are able to reach voters typically unaccustomed to following politics
(Baum & Jamison, 2006). This finding is in tune with the “personalization of politics”
described by Bennet (2012) and would support politicians’ and their teams’ strategy of
appearing on such programs, the candidates being attracted to them because their image
receives a significant boost.

The data on issues of public interest (politics in general and the citizenry’s
concerns as seen in CIS polls) suggest that part of the second screeners’ emotional
reaction to politics is triggered when the conversation focuses on confrontation between
parties, which is presented in a much more ideologizing and polarizing manner. Thus,
although the media and the public had been focusing on corruption and unemployment
for months, the programs favoured friendly conversation that revolved around Spain's
political parties (Lunt & Mervi, 2007), which elicited the audience’s immediate

emotional reaction.
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Turning to the candidate’s non-verbal communication, we can confirm that, in
large part, the scantly significant effect on the emotional reaction of second screeners
may have arisen because the guests do not want to appear excessively forceful during
the interviews, bearing in mind that the TV context favours friendly, relaxed
conversation (Peris Blanes & Lopez-Rico, 2017). However, the second screeners’
emotional reaction to the host’s aggressive non-verbal communication may be because
they focus on the host and overlook the guest. In such a situation, one would also expect
the viewer to lend more emotional support to the candidate. However, our analysis did
not reveal any significant effect on the viewers’ sense of empathy towards the
candidates. That said, it would be reasonable to think that these emotional reactions
could arise later in the episode.

This last idea shows one of this study's limitations, which, at the same time,
opens the door to future lines of research. One of the most interesting limitations is that
we measured the second screeners’ immediate reaction, when it may also be appropriate
to analyse their response after more time has elapsed. Additionally, having focused on
the candidates and parties while compiling the tweet corpus, we excluded hashtags and
mentions associated with the programs and hosts, an important issue in infotainment,
where both program and host have a prominent digital brand. Lastly, intriguing
elements such as the content of the hosts’ questions and the social conversation on
Twitter could also be explored. In any case, analysing the relationship between TV
infotainment and the emotional reactions of second screeners opens an extremely

productive field for media research that should be followed closely.
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