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The background to this paper is the growing interest in the personalization of candidate 

campaigns following the work inter alia of the Comparative Candidate Survey directed from 

Mannheim and a related symposium in the journal Electoral Studies focusing on the nature of 

constituency-level candidate campaigns in five West European polities – Germany, Austria, 

Canada, Belgium and Switzerland (Zittel 2014). In Western Europe candidate campaigns are 

conducted under varying electoral rules, in party-based representative democracies in which 

the literature widely alludes to ‘party decline’ and in an environment characterized by the 

mediatisation of politics. The aim of this paper is to present a candidate perspective on election 

campaigning in two such party-based and highly mediatized representative democracies – 

Finland and Sweden – which both employ a preferential voting system. We ask two central 
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questions. First, how personalized are constituency-level candidate campaigns in Finland and 

Sweden or, more exactly, how can the extent of campaign personalization be assessed? We 

present a multi-dimensional model of a personalized candidate campaign. Personalized 

campaigning, it may be presumed, will involve inter alia a degree of personalized, candidate-

centred marketing rather than the party serving as the principal agency of electoral 

communication. Candidate-based marketing will take ‘terrestrial’ forms – the type of traditional 

face-to-face canvassing we later describe as ‘pea-soup personalization’ along with candidate-

specific campaign advertisements in regional newspapers or ‘press personalization’, as well as 

deploying digital modes or ‘online personalization’. Our second, central question relates 

primarily to the latter, namely how far has there been a personalization of candidate 

communication with voters and, more specifically, how far has this involved candidates using 

designated candidate websites to build a ‘virtual relationship’ with voters – that is, to achieve 

‘intimacy at distance’?  

 

The theoretical contribution of this paper is 1) To identify the distinguishing features of an 

ideal-type personalized candidate campaign (PCC), which is defined as one that is largely 

independent of the constituency party and boasts individualized content, organization and 

message dissemination. 2) To locate intimisation within the wider literature on the 

personalization of politics and to view it from a candidate perspective as a way of personalizing 

relations with voters. Intimisation is defined as a revelatory process in which election 

candidates allow the media and public access to facets of their private lives as a strategic 

communications strategy.  
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We know of no other study which has sought to gauge the extent of intimisation as a facet of a 

personalized candidate campaign strategy in ‘first order’ general elections. However, on the 

basis of a cross-national comparison of the personalized content in the online biographies of 

candidates in seventeen countries during the 2009 European Parliament election campaign, 

Hermans and Verger (2013: 81) conclude that there was very little intimisation. “Candidates do 

not offer much information about their personal preferences; they are reluctant to show their 

individual identity; they do not provide the audience with information that would not otherwise 

be public.” In the empirical section we adopt a qualitative approach to consider the validity of 

this statement for candidates at Finnish and Swedish general elections. Whilst Finnish 

candidates seek a cyber-space ‘relationship’ with voters, Swedish candidates keep a ‘safe 

distance’. 

 

The Finland and Sweden focus 

 

Whilst Sartori famously remarked that it is impossible to compare stones and rabbits, Finnish 

and Swedish candidate campaigns readily lend themselves to comparative analysis. First, both 

countries employ preferential PR list voting systems. In Finland citizens are obliged to cast a 

‘personal vote’ for a particular candidate on a party list. ‘Candidate voting’, that is when citizens 

attach greater importance to the candidate’s personal merits than his/her party affiliation in 

the voting decision, has increased, albeit unevenly over the last half century (table 1). In 
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Sweden since the 1998 general election, citizens have had the option of casting a personal 

[candidate] vote or one simply for the party list. Importantly, the constituency party rank-

orders candidates on the ballot paper – as in closed PR systems – and for election an individual 

candidate must obtain a minimum personal vote threshold of [since 2014] 5 per cent of the list 

total and more than at least one of the candidates ranked higher by the party. The proportion 

of citizens casting a personal vote in Sweden over the five Riksdag elections since its 

introduction has been steady at about one-quarter of the electorate (table 2), which is roughly 

half the Finnish level. None the less, both the Finnish and Swedish electoral systems would 

appear prima facie to create incentives for candidates to engage in personalized campaigning. 

 

Tables 1 and 2 about here 

 

Second, in both countries the ‘historic parties’ – particularly the ‘externally created’ Social 

Democrat and Agrarian-Centre parties – have declined as mass membership organisations. In 

the 20-year period between 1994 and 2014 the Swedish Social Democrats lost nearly 61 per 

cent and the Swedish Centre Party nearly 73 per cent of their total memberships. In the case of 

the Finnish Centre, traditionally the largest membership party in the country, the decline since 

1994 has been nearly 48 per cent (table 3). The evident decline of parties as mass membership 

organisations (cf Whiteley 2011; Van Biezen and Poguntke 2014; Kölln 2014; Gauja 2015) might  

appear to provide further incentive for constituency-level candidates to run a more 

personalized campaign. 
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Table 3 about here 

 

Third, in both countries the mediatisation of elections has dictated an increasing focus not only 

on party leaders (both in their public role and private lives) but also individual candidates in the 

constituencies. This has been particularly the case in Finland where the Voting Advice 

Application (vaalikone – VAA) was introduced in 1996 to drum up interest in the European 

Parliament election. Candidates, listed by constituency, answer a battery of questions on the 

VAA website; members of the public address the same questions and are then ‘matched up’ 

with the candidate closest to their views. Voters do not necessarily follow the VAA in their 

ultimate choice but interest is considerable. During the 2011 general election campaign half a 

million voters consulted the national newspaper Helsingin Sanomat’s VAAi and there were 

many others organized by the main television companies, regional press and not least lobby 

groups. Moreover, for the 2015 general election, the state television YLE produced 4-minute 

video interviews with all the nearly 2000 candidates – whether parliamentary party or extra-

parliamentary party – which were available via the web. 

 

Clearly influenced by her near neighbour, there has been a ‘Finlandisation’ of election coverage 

in the Swedish media. Over one million Swedes consulted the afternoon tabloid Aftonbladet’s 

VAA – ‘election compass’ in Swedish – before the May 2014 European Parliament election and 

shortly thereafter the same paper ran an VAA for 600 leading candidates at the September 
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2014 Riksdag election (eliciting a response rate of 91.3 per cent).ii  2.2 million persons – 30 per 

cent of the Swedish electorate – had recourse to the Aftonbladet VAA before the September 

2014 poll. A caveat on the mediatisation of Finnish and Swedish elections is in order, however. 

Mediatisation has meant that every candidate in Finland – and many in Sweden too – has an 

individual policy profile but it is one that is ultimately reactive – ‘manufactured’ on the basis of 

responses to a battery of media questions – rather than a pro-active, candidate-generated 

profile. 

 

Summing up so far, then, the combination of preferential electoral system rules, party 

organizational decline and mediated politics would appear prima facie to conduce towards the 

personalization of candidate campaigns. But, referring back to our central questions, how can 

we evaluate how personalized the candidate campaigns at the Finnish (2015) and Swedish 

(2014) general elections were and was there evidence of a personalization of the way 

candidates sought to communicate with voters? 

 

The Personal Vote, the Personalized Candidate Campaign and the Personalization of Political 

Communication 

 

 As noted, candidate campaigns in Western Europe are conducted under differing electoral 

rules and a point of departure when considering the impact of these rules is Zittel and 
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Gschwend’s assertion (2008: 983) that electoral systems are incentive structures that fashion 

the strategic behaviour of candidates in accordance with given goals. Thus the voting system 

rules may well determine whether a measure of personal-vote-building is a pre-requisite for 

successful election (cf Karlsen and Skogerbø 2013) or whether a ‘party vote’ will effectively 

suffice. A ‘personal vote’ may be defined broadly as that part of the candidate’s vote that 

results from his/her particular credentials rather than the party label. We use the terms 

‘personal vote’ and ‘candidate vote’ interchangeably in this paper. 

 

Much of the literature on the personal vote has focused on open-list PR (OLPR) electoral 

systems and has linked the motivation for candidates to engage in personalized vote-seeking to 

district magnitude (m) that is, the number of representatives to be elected in a district 

(constituency) (Carey and Shugart 1995; Shugart 2008: Giebler and Wessels 2013) or party 

magnitude (p) that is, the party strength in the district at the previous general election (Crisp, 

Jensen and Shomer 2007; De Winter and Baudewyns 2014). A legitimate criticism of both m- 

and p-based approaches is that they fail sufficiently to acknowledge the range of candidate 

types that make up the party list. Different types of candidates (Eder, Jenny and Müller 2014) 

will have differing incentives to compete and campaign (Arter 2013). This is implicit in the work 

of Selb and Lutz (2014) who, drawing on the case of Switzerland, constructed a candidate-

specific index of intra-party competition based on the vote distance between a candidate and 

those candidates competing for the final seat won by his/her list. They conclude that “personal 

vote-seeking is most important for the candidates at the edge [our italics] which means 

candidates that are unsure about the chances of getting elected and that are hardly able to tell 
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whether they are about to face doom or electoral victory”. Re-phrased, the incentive to engage 

in intra-party competition and by extension cultivate a personal vote will be greatest among 

marginal incumbents and strong challenger candidates. 

 

Aside from the particular electoral rules, candidate campaigns – indeed party campaigns – in Western 

Europe are conducted in an environment characterized by the mediatisation of electoral 

politics. In media-saturated democracies there is an increasing focus on political leaders as 

individuals – their competence, performance in debates etc (Poguntke and Webb 2005; Webb 

and Poguntke 2013). Mediatisation has formed the backdrop for much of the ‘personalisation 

of politics’ literature (Rahat and Sheafer 2007; Karvonen 2010; Kriesi 2012; Balmas et al 2014) 

which has emphasized the way political leaders have become more prominent at the expense 

of parties, policies and parliamentarians. But the media focus not only on political leaders as 

office-holders, they also highlight human stories and personal narratives to make the political 

coverage more appealing (Langer 2010: 61). The coverage in other words goes beyond the 

performance-related characteristics of political leaders to embrace personal traits and details of 

their private lives (Holtz-Bacha 2014: 156; Saarenmaa and Ruoho 2014: 289-303). This forms 

part of the privatization or intimisation of politics, a process that has become firmly established 

in the political communications’ literature. Van Zoonen (1991: 223) defines intimisation as “a 

process whereby the values of the private sphere are transferred to the public sphere”. Stanyer 

(2012: 14) sees intimisation as “a revelatory process which involves the publicizing of 

information and imagery from what we might ordinarily understand as a politician’s private life. 

Intimisation can be viewed from at least three different [supply side] angles – the media 
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perspective, the party management perspective and, most relevantly for this paper, the 

candidate perspective. 

 

From the media perspective the generic question would be: How visible are the personal lives 

of politicians in media reporting? Intimisation would then be understood to refer to the shift in 

media emphasis from the politician as occupier of a public role to the politician as a private 

individual – that is, a person distinct from the public face. Put another way, intimisation 

involves a focus on the politician as an ordinary person (Van Aelst 2012: 206) – as “a dedicated 

parent, passionate music lover” or whatever. From a party management perspective the 

selection of candidates with known “intimacy appeal” – that is, a natural public curiosity about 

their private lives – may make solid electoral sense. ‘Celebrity candidates’, for example, (Carey 

and Shugart 1995; Arter 2014; De Winter and Baudewyns 2014) will be known for who they are 

and/or what they have done and there will be an inherent public interest in what they do in 

their private lives. Thus, a celebrity candidate interview in a party newspaper on cooking 

his/her favourite meal (or whatever) will not need to mention his/her candidacy as such. 

Especially in an era of partisan dealignment, when weakened party identification has spawned 

more floating voters, candidates with ‘intimacy potential’ may have a strong electoral appeal (cf 

Ahva et al 2014: 198). 

 

From a candidate’s perspective, a degree of intimisation, disseminated digitally (Larsson and 

Kalsnes 2014), may well represent a useful communications strategy (Bjerling 2012; Enli and 
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Skogerbø 2013). Allowing the public into aspects of their private lives could be viewed as a 

useful mechanism for candidates in establishing a more personal relationship with voters – and 

one built on trust. Strategic intimisation could thus be seen as a way of reducing the distance 

between voters and candidates and as a means of humanizing and individualizing the candidate 

campaign. Its strategic value as a candidate resource is implicit in Van Zoonen’s (2006: 298-299) 

observation that politicians call upon their private personae and private lives to enhance their 

political opportunities. According to Salgado (2013: 723-724), for politicians “talking about 

themselves, disclosing their history, personal background, beliefs and values has the potential 

to increase the voters’ empathy”. Langer (2010), too, notes the value of the politicisation of the 

private persona – the presentation of the politician as a ‘human being’ – as a communications 

strategy. “In dealigned mediated democracies, emphasizing the personal can be a key strategy 

to gain ‘soft’ media coverage to appeal to those who are less interested in formal politics, to 

appear emotionally closer to, and more like ‘ordinary’ people, and to legitimize through 

personal experience and example, their political positions.” (Langer 2010: 61) Before seeking to 

assess the extent to which Finnish and Swedish general election candidates have ‘emphasised 

the personal’, it is important to locate the process of intimisation within the dynamics of a 

model of an ideal-type ‘personalised candidate campaign’. 

 

Our suggestion is that candidate campaigns in representative democracies may be positioned 

on a continuum ranging from the ‘personalised candidate campaign’ at one end to the ‘party-

based campaign’ at the other where the precise location will be determined by reference to 
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three core campaign dimensions, namely the substantive (content), organizational (resource) 

and communicative (promotional).  

 

A Model of a Personalised Candidate Campaign  

SUBSTANTIVE DIMENSION The specifics of the campaign agenda will 

largely be determined by the candidate and 

not his/her party. There will be a ‘candidate 

manifesto’ or equivalent 

ORGANISATIONAL DIMENSION The candidate’s campaign organization will 

be independent of the local/district party 

 The candidate’s campaign funding will derive 

primarily from non-party sources 

COMMUNICATIVE DIMENSION The candidate will seek to develop a 

personalized relationship with prospective 

voters using traditional and post-modern 

methods of communication 

 

Whilst intertwining and overlapping in practice these three constituent elements can none the 

less be depicted as representing analytically distinct and not necessarily sequential dimensions 

in the candidacy-building process. The substantive dimension involves identifying the candidacy 

to prospective voters. This is the ‘product development’ stage and it will involve ‘content 
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definition’, that is determining the substance of the campaign and the extent to which a ready-

made ‘party agenda’ is adopted or a more ‘personal agenda’ developed. For example, 

candidates may seek a degree of issue ownership – demanding greater official recognition of 

chronic fatigue syndrome, exposing the dangers of mould in public buildings or the need for 

improved personal care arrangements for the elderly – and use a variety of institutional means 

– launching an e-petition, tabling a strategically-timed private members’ initiative or using a 

citizens’ initiative – to promote ‘their cause’. It is perfectly possible in principle – and we believe 

in practice – to position candidates on a continuum from those propounding the party line to 

those articulating a more personal line.   

 

The organisational dimension will entail basic planning, attracting ‘back up’ – local party 

activists, an independent campaign team or whatever – and coordinating the campaign. The 

organisational element will presuppose the mobilization of ‘product support’ in terms both of 

manpower and financial resources. In preferential voting systems the organizational dimension 

will probably reflect the contingencies not only of intra-party candidate competition – among 

the ‘at the edge’ candidates for example – but intra-party, intra-district competition, that is 

rivalry between candidates representing different party organisations within the same 

constituency.  

 

The communicative dimension will involve ‘selling’ the candidate and the candidate campaign. 

This is the ‘product marketing stage’ and it will entail varying degrees of personal profiling – 
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including intimisation – along with the deployment of various modes of message dissemination 

and image projection from the digital (candidate websites, blogs, Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram) to the traditional (footslogging, flesh-pressing and leaflet distribution).   Online 

personalization, then, will operate through social media channels as well as candidate websites 

and it is not an exclusive property of the personalized candidate campaign – it can be mediated 

through the agency of the candidate’s party. But, importantly, in this last case it is the party and 

not the candidate campaign that is the primary agency of electoral communication.    

 

Methods  

 

In order to investigate whether, and if so, how candidates seek to personalize their 

communication with voters, we focused on the Swedish constituency of Jὅnkὅping (m = 13) 

during the 2014 general election campaign and the Finnish constituency of Kaakkois-Suomi (m = 

17) during the 2015 general election campaign. Our reasoning was that in both there appeared 

to be a greater than average incentive to run a personalized candidate campaign. Whilst we 

noted earlier that the incidence of personal [candidate] voting in Sweden has been only about 

half the level in Finland – and Berg and Oscarsson (2014) were moved to comment that in 2014 

“the impact of the preferential voting system is still marginal at the electoral level” – the level 

of personal voting in Jὅnkὅping constituency at the 2010 Riksdag election was over 7 

percentage points above the Swedish average and was surpassed only by the very small-m 

districts of Jἃmtland and Gotland. Such a level of personal voting would imply that personalized 
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campaigning would have a strong functional logic and indeed in 2014 two MPs were elected for 

Jὅnkὅping on a personal vote. We also had the suspicion that personal-vote-seeking 

campaigning was being increasingly encouraged – at least by the four parties (the Moderates, 

Liberals, Centre and Christian Democrats) making up the Alliance for Sweden. In 2010 nearly 82 

per cent of Alliance candidates claimed to have run a personal campaign although exactly what 

that meant was not entirely clear. One of 29 constituencies in Sweden, Jὅnkὅping is a small-firm 

dominated district with a notably high employment ratio. It is also part of the so-called ‘Bible 

Belt’ and, in addition to the state Lutheran Church, low-church revivalist groups and the Free 

Church have deep roots in the constituency. 

 

Kaakkois-Suomi in south-east Finland is a new constituency (one of 12 mainland districts) which 

was created in 2013 from a merger of two small-m districts - Etelἃ-Savo and Kymi – with a view 

to lowering the so-called hidden electoral threshold and reducing the inequality in the value of 

votes. There is no formal national qualifying threshold in Finland – in Norway and Sweden for 

example it is 4 per cent – but in 2011 the hidden threshold in Etelἃ-Savo was 12 per cent – 

compared with only 2 per cent in the populous Uusimaa (m = 35) and small-party success was 

largely contingent on the party’s ability to forge tactical electoral alliances (that is, run on a 

joint party list) and then urge supporters to concentrate their votes on a ‘lead candidate’. The 

selection of Kaakkois-Suomi for the Finnish field-work was predicated on the assumption that, 

as something of an ‘unknown quantity’, there would be distinctive incentives for candidates to 

personalize their election campaigns. First, there would be the need to identify and publicise 

the candidacy across a much wider geographical area and hence prima facie the need for a 
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more expansive and personalized campaign strategy. Second, the new constituency would 

serve to reduce, if not entirely neutralize the incumbency advantage because the personal vote 

of a parliamentarian seeking re-election would not necessarily suffice in the enlarged 

geographical unit of representation.iii Third, the level of intra-party competition would be likely 

to be intensified, since parties would be allowed to run fewer candidates than in the pre-

merger districts.iv  

 

Using Jὅnkὅping and Kaakkois-Suomi as our case-study constituencies, we adopted a qualitative 

approach to analyse the campaigns of the candidates run by the seven Finnish parliamentary 

partiesv (n = 118) and eight Swedish parliamentary parties (n = 136) to identify the principal 

ways in which they might personalize their campaigns.vi In this paper, as mentioned, we 

concentrate solely on the communicative dimension of our personalized campaign model. We 

used three primary indicators of personalized campaigning whilst also distinguishing between 

traditional and post-modern forms. What we choose to call pea-soup personalization 

represents a traditional and typical form of canvassing in which the candidate is present at pea-

soup, hot sausage and coffee events in the market-place or other ‘neutral venue’. However, 

since these are likely to be ‘party pack’ events, with co-partisans present and possibly a 

ministerial ‘name’ as the magnet, we do not include these among our measures. Our three 

measures of personalized candidate canvassing are the following.  
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Our first indicator is the extent of personalized candidate marketing in the print and broadcast media. 

This will include i) adverts in local/regional newspapers carrying a candidate photograph and slogan. We 

are referring here to individual campaign ads and not en bloc photo-galleries of the full slate of 

constituency candidates run and funded by the party; ii) adverts on radio and television (which whilst 

expensive will probably cover the whole constituency); iii) individual candidate newspapers – usually a 

one-off production which will contain a ‘candidate statement’ and endorsements from various 

luminaries including a retiring MP and/or ‘celebrity’ from outside politics. Candidates – at least the 

‘serious ones’ – will also produce personalized ‘sweeteners’, among them candidate pens, chocolates, 

carrier-bags, postcards and balloons.  

 

In terms of the print media Kaakkois-Suomi is problematic for a candidate since, in contrast to say the 

Central Finland constituency, which is covered by a single regional newspaper (Keskisuomalainen), no 

less than seven larger newspapers and several local ones serve Kaakkois-Suomi. One parliamentarian 

seeking a return to the Eduskunta estimated that advertising in all of them increased campaign costs 

threefold compared with the last election, which he fought in the old Etelä-Savo constituency.vii Whilst 

in this paper we do not elaborate further on this first indicator, it is nevertheless clear that ‘press 

personalization’ was the primary means of candidate differentiation in Kaakkois-Suomi. A questionnaire 

of candidates in the constituency (n = 80), organized by the newspaper Kymen Sanomat revealed that 

most intended to advertise through the regional press. This was followed by the distribution of 

personalized ‘handouts’ and then online communication.viii Jὅnkὅping is served by three regional 

newspapers - Jὅnkὅpings-posten, Smålands-Tidningen and Värnamo Nyheter - and in the three weeks 

before the 2014 Riksdag election, the balance between individual candidate ads and party-funded 

galleries was half and half. Personalized press campaigning in short was lower in Jὅnkὅping than 
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Kaakois-Suomi and effectively confined to candidates in the so-called ‘electable places’ [on the list]. In 

both Jὅnkὅping and indeed Uppsala they were mostly Moderates.   

 

Our second indicator is the existence of a designated candidate website, operated by the candidate and 

his/her personal campaign team and independent of the party except perhaps for the use of the party 

logo or colour. We exclude candidate-specific material transmitted on the party website. In the Finnish 

case the candidate website would be of the www.mattisuomalainen.fi variety and in the Swedish case 

the likes of www.svensvensson.se . This second indicator explores a central element of candidate-

generated online personalization. 

 

As part of the designated website, our third indicator is the content of an online candidate biography in 

which the candidate identifies him/herself to voters, inter alia by presenting aspects of the private as 

well as the political persona. There has unquestionably been accelerated growth in the online 

personalization of candidate communication with voters through social media channels. Table 4 reveals 

that in the Kaakkois-Suomi constituency in the run-up to the 2015 general election, for example, every 

Conservative Party and True Finn candidate was on Facebook, a majority of Conservatives, Centre and 

Social Democrats were on Twitter and two-fifths of Conservatives on Instagram. We decided none the 

less to focus on online candidate biographies i) to test the validity in ‘first order’ Finnish and Swedish 

general elections of Hermans and Verger’s research comparing the content of online candidate bios at 

the 2009 European Parliament election in which they conclude there was very little personalized 

information; ii) because unlike much candidate output on social media, the candidate bios represent a 

clear and concise personal statement; and iii) because, unlike Facebook and Instagram, the online 

candidate bio is ‘open access’ and for voters/users there is no need to ‘sign up’.  

http://www.mattisuomalainen.fi/
http://www.svensvensson.se/
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Table 4 about here 

 

Schneider (2014: 280-81) found that in the US, where nearly all candidates have a website, “the 

biography page is a place where different aspects of personal history are adjusted in accordance with a 

strategic plan”. Not all candidate biographies, however, will seek to personalize the candidacy to any 

great extent or form part of a ‘strategic plan’. Consequently, we propose three types in relation to the 

extent to which candidates make themselves personally known to voters. The professional candidate 

biography will involve a standard CV – date of birth, place of residence, marital status, 

education, formal qualifications, employment record and possibly too army rank. It may also 

contain brief reference to leisure activities (‘I play football and go bird-watching’). There may be 

video endorsement of the candidate from parliamentary colleagues – possibly even the prime 

minister – but if the focus is on the candidate’s qualities as a legislator we are being informed 

only about his/her public role. In sum, the professional candidate bio will offer little or no 

insight into the candidate’s private persona. 

 

Unlike the professional bio, the individualised candidate biography will include a variety of 

‘individual preferences’ – favourite food, colour, books, films, music and may list the 

candidate’s best time for a half marathon. The ‘home page’ may depict the candidate in a joga 

posture. The candidate may have children from a first marriage and/or be “a single parent living 

with a 16 year-old son – and a dog”. There may even be a musical ‘jingle’ lauding the 
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candidate’s qualities. But all this is a veneer of privatization and the individualized candidate bio 

will afford only limited access to the candidate’s ‘private world’ – there is a glimpse, but just a 

glimpse. We do not know the candidate significantly better as a person. 

 

The intimized candidate biography in contrast will contain human stories, personal narratives 

and individual reflections, possibly (albeit not necessarily) delivered in a distinctive writing style 

(‘chatty’, informal, humorous, with a measure of self-effacement or whatever). The bio may be 

divided into a ‘political me’ (what I offer as a candidate and why I think the way I do) and an 

‘everyday me’ (I play the bass guitar in a band you should have heard of). It may relate to the 

moment of ‘political awakening’, a pivotal ‘life event’, the experience of long-term 

unemployment, caring for a sick family member and so on. Online intimisation where it involves 

the paraphernalia of Facebook, Twitter and Instagrams may sometimes be a case of ‘the 

message is in the marketing’. The intimised candidate bio, however, is empathetic: it reveals 

something of the ‘real person’ warts and all and the ‘acid test’ is whether it provides the basis 

for a ‘confidential relationship’ with the voter. 

 

Of course there is no foolproof way of assigning online candidate biographies to one of the 

three aforementioned categories. There is bound to be an element of subjective impression 

involved in reacting to a text. However, both paper authors and a research assistant ix consulted 

on, and were largely in agreement over the location of the bios. In other words, our qualitative 

approach was rigorous in so far as it involved three researchers reading and agreeing on the 
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placement of all the bios. Most fell readily into one of the three types. In order to meet the 

possible charge of ‘leading’ the investigation, that is selecting constituencies where candidates 

had a particularly strong incentive to personalize their campaign in order to demonstrate a high 

level of campaign personalization, we chose as ‘control variables’ the well-established 

constituencies of Varsinais-Suomi (m = 17) and Oulu (m = 18) in Finland and Uppsala (m = 13) in 

Sweden. We thus have a total n = 353 (Finland) and n = 272 (Sweden).        

 

Results  

 

In the seven legislative parties in Kaakkois-Suomi over two-thirds of candidates [68.6 per cent] 

had personal websites and if the ‘control constituencies’ of Varsinais-Suomi and Oulu are 

included, the figure was just over seven-tenths (table 5). Among the four larger parliamentary 

parties in Kaakkois-Suomi [Centre, Social Democrats, Conservatives and True Finns] the 

proportion of candidates with personal websites was almost 88 per cent. Among ‘incumbent 

legislators’ – those winning a seat at the 2011 general election and seeking re-election – under 

five per cent fought the 2015 campaign without a personal website whereas among ‘previous 

candidates’ – those unsuccessfully contesting the 2011 general election – the figure was over 

one-quarter [27.9 per cent] and for ‘first-time candidates’ approaching two-fifths [37.9 per 

cent]. This might tentatively suggest that the incidence of personal websites increases with the 

campaign experience and electoral success of the candidate which, given the greater financial 

and personnel resources generally available to the more ‘seasoned hands’, would hardly be a 
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surprising finding. Many first-time, especially younger candidates will of necessity run 

shoestring campaigns and possibly prefer social media channels to passé websites. Across the 

three Finnish constituencies studied, marginally over three-quarters of female candidates had 

personal websites compared with over two-thirds of men. Enough has been said, then, to make 

the wider point, namely that in Finland the personal website can be regarded as a standard 

mode of candidate-citizen communication. The only deviant case in Kaakkois-Suomi was the 

[post-communist] Left Alliance in which only one of its seventeen candidates had a personal 

website. 

 

Comfortably the highest proportion of candidates writing intimised online biographies was to 

be found in Kaakkois-Suomi (table 6). In the latter, almost one-fifth did so, compared with 10.4 

per cent of candidates in Varsinais-Suomi and 8.4 per cent in Oulu whose biographies contained 

privatized content. Clearly, therefore, the intimised candidate biography is a feature of only a 

minority of personal websites – albeit by no means an insignificant minority. Breaking the 

picture down, incumbent legislators intimise their online biographies relatively more frequently 

than ‘previous candidates’ and ‘first-time candidates’ in all three constituencies analysed – and 

notably more so in our focused district of Kaakkois-Suomi. The figure for incumbent legislators 

of 20.9 per cent was three times higher than for first-time candidates although in the last case 

the ‘n’ was five times greater. There was also a gender differential of four percentage points 

between women [13.6 per cent across all three constituencies] who wrote a greater proportion 

of candidate bios with intimised material (table 7) than men [9.6 per cent]. Whether there is a 

gender-related explanation for this must remain an open question (cf Schneider 2014). 
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Summing up, whilst variable, and highest in Kaakkois-Suomi, only a minority of Finnish 

candidates get intimate with voters through their online biographies. Equally, whilst just over 

half the online candidate biographies in Kaakkois-Suomi fell into the ‘professional’ category, the 

fact that over one-quarter were individualized and one-fifth were intimized clearly points to a 

substantial measure of online personalization. 

 

Tables 5, 6 and 7 about here 

 

The significantly higher proportion of intimised candidate biographies in Kaakkois-Suomi 

compared with Varsinais-Suomi and Oulu might appear prima facie to justify our initial 

assumption that in the new constituency there would be a greater than average incentive to 

run a personalized candidate campaign. The low ‘n’ necessarily makes our evidence suggestive 

rather than conclusive, although electoral system factors appeared to play a part in prompting 

almost one-third of candidates on the Social Democrats’ Kaakkois-Suomi list to produce 

intimised bios. The membership ballot [selection primary] had placed a number of marginal 

incumbents at risk of an intra-party defeat from strong challengers and the incentive to run a 

personalized campaign to differentiate themselves from co-partisans was plainly considerable. 

 

In sharp contrast to Kaakkois-Suomi, only 6.6 per cent of candidates in Jὅnkὅping had personal 

websites (n = 9) in the run-up to the 2014 general election (table 8) and in two cases these did 
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not even contain a biography. Of the handful of cases with a personal website and candidate 

bio, three were of the ‘professional’ variety, two ‘individualized’ (with mention of favourite 

food, music etc) and two were intimised. One candidate, placed in a ‘non-electable’ position on 

the list by the party ‘selectorate’, strove hard, using a privatised online strategy, but ultimately 

unavailingly to clear the five per cent barrier. A larger proportion, but still a small minority of 

Jὅnkὅping candidates (28.7 per cent) communicated online with voters via the party website – 

most Greens did so – but for the most part these were short texts focusing on political matters 

(experience, goals, challenges) and made only parsimonious references to individual 

preferences. Constituency campaigns in Jὅnkὅping in short were impersonal, party-ciphered 

and candidates revealed little or nothing about their private lives in the run-up to polling. 

 

In Uppsala the proportion of candidates with a personal website was higher (n = 15) at just over 

11 per cent but there were still three times as many candidates who operated through the 

party website. Moreover, of those candidates with personal websites, two-thirds simply ran 

professionalized bios (table 9). All in all, the higher level of personal voting in Jönköping was not 

reflected in a higher-than-average level of personalized campaigning – it was in fact higher in 

Uppsala. In both cases Moderates’ candidates boasted the highest level [of the low] number of 

personal websites.   

 

Table 8 about here 
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Discussion 

 

The personalization of politics has been widely associated with leader-centric politics and in 

particular the growing importance of the party leader during election campaigns. In the case of 

the personal party (Lucardie 2000) – the likes of Berlusconi’s several ‘creations’ (McDonnell 

2015) – its very existence is contingent on the continuing leadership of the founding 

entrepreneur. This paper, however, does not equate personalization with centralized 

leadership; rather, it is a conceptual ‘relative’ of what Balmas, Rahat, Sheafer and Shanhav 

(2014: 40) refer to as “decentralized behavioural personalisation’ – that is, “when candidates 

who are not party or executive leaders increasingly engage in individual activities” and, in our 

case, constituency campaigns. Indeed, reflecting the growing interest in the multi-member 

constituency as a competitive electoral arena, with an identity distinct from the central party 

campaign, we have sought to present a candidate perspective on constituency campaigning in 

two party-based and highly-mediated representative democracies – Finland and Sweden – both 

of which use a preferential voting system. 

 

First we asked what exactly a personalized campaign is and how can we assess how far 

candidates run an individualized and independent campaign. To structure our analysis we 

presented a multi-dimensional model, suggesting that in an ideal-type personalized campaign 

the candidate would have a personal policy agenda, a personal support team orchestrating the 

campaign and there would be a personalized relationship with voters. Our main focus was then 
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on one aspect of the communicative dimension in our model, namely online personalization. 

Having distinguished between ‘pea-soup personalisation’, ‘press personalisation’ and ‘online 

personalisation’, we inquired how far in connection with the latter, designated candidate 

websites have been used to build a ‘virtual relationship’ with voters? 

 

The contrast between the two countries could not be greater. Finnish candidates personalize 

their communication with voters through the medium of their online campaign, whether 

through an independent candidate website and/or using social media channels. Some seek, or 

at least appear to be more intimate with voters, albeit in cyber space, than others. Swedish 

candidates in general do not seek to personalize their relationship with voters and the few ‘top 

candidates’ who do, operate largely through the agency of the party. In short, in response to 

the paper title: Finnish candidates do ‘it’ a lot more than Swedish candidates who do it very 

little. Ironically perhaps, traditional British-style door-to-door canvassing has become more 

typical in Sweden than the use of post-modern forms of political communication. 

 

The question then arises, which of the two countries is the deviant case in respect of candidate 

website profiling? In Estonia, where the less institutionalized party system and preferential 

voting rules would suggest otherwise, independent candidate websites – as in Sweden in 2014 

– were the exception at the March 2015 Riigikogu election. Is the independent candidate 

website in a preferential list system, then, a particularly Finnish phenomenon or, more 
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importantly, does it tell us anything of wider significance about candidate communication with 

voters at Finnish and Swedish general elections? 

 

The breakthrough of the independent candidate website in Finland occurred at the 2007 

general election when approaching two-thirds of all candidates had their own website 

(Strandberg 2009: 71) and at the 2011 general election the figure had risen to 69 per cent – 

precisely the level in the Kaakkois-Suomi constituency in 2015. But even at the 1999 general 

election, nearly one-quarter of all candidates had their own website. The independent website 

is both a vehicle for the personalization of a candidacy and an instrument in the intra-party 

competition for votes. It enables the candidate to differentiate him/herself from co-partisan 

rivals, have control over the profile-building process and react (through blogs, newsletters to 

online subscribers etc) to the twist and turns of the election campaign at both the national and 

constituency level. True, whilst today a standard item in the candidate’s campaign arsenal, the 

incentive to profile themselves via an independent website is likely to be reduced where there 

is a record of low party magnitude in a district viz where at previous elections, the party has 

won few if any seats. Co-partisan competition is candidate-funded and the [mutually 

reinforcing] combination of low incentive and lack of resources will probably mean that for 

minor party candidates in weak support districts a party website profile must necessarily 

suffice. This would go some way to explaining the notably high level of Left Alliance candidates 

in Kaakkois-Suomi and Christian Democrats in Varsinais-Suomi without a personal website.x 
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Whilst independent websites represent a means of communicating directly with voters, and 

placing ‘on record’ views that are not subject to potential distortion in the regional press, how  

candidates use their websites to communicate with voters will vary. The content of online 

biographies affords at least some insight into this. Indeed, this paper has shown that, in 

contrast to Herman and Verger’s (2013) finding, there was a notably high level of online 

candidate personalization at the 2015 Finnish general election. Almost half the online candidate 

biographies in the Kaakkois-Suomi constituency (48.1 per cent) included references to 

‘individual preferences’ and ‘home and family’ and even those in the ‘professional bio’ category 

invariably contained at least ritualistic mention of hobbies and leisure pursuits.  

 

One-fifth of Kaakkois-Suomi candidates ran intimized biographies (in our terms) although we 

cannot conclude – certainly in all cases – that this was part of a conscious communication 

strategy. In some cases it appeared more a ‘greenhorn phenomenon’, that is a way in which 

first-time candidates compensated for the absence of more conventional candidate assets 

(experience, legislative record etc). Thus, a young Green candidate relates how, as an 8 year-

old, she had written to the Finnish president [Martti Ahtisaari] demanding that he stop the sale 

of alcohol and tobacco across the globe. A Conservative ‘first-timer’, a physiotherapist who had 

composed her own ‘election poem’ (not jingle!), describes how for sixteen years she was a 

carer for her stroke-disabled mother. A Centre candidate had supported Manchester United 

since the 1960s and dreamt of going to a game at Old Trafford. A 47 year-old policewoman 

relates how her road-to-Damascus- style conversion to an active involvement in politics 

occurred in the 2006 presidential election campaign when the incumbent Head of State, Tarja 



28 
 

Halonen, stopped during a visit to the local town to admire her one-year old twins. One of 

them, the candidate relates, is a Downs Syndrome child who has needed constant home care. 

There is no mention of her work as a policewoman and the text leaves a powerful impression of 

‘real life experience’ – the candidate as a ‘real person’.  

 

In other cases, however, senior politicians – the likes of ministers, former ministers and senior 

party figures - do appear to seek strategically to soften the ‘hard image’ of the ‘seasoned pro’ 

by speaking informally, privately or even confidentially to voters. An incumbent Conservative 

and deputy party chair, who was seeking re-election for a third time, met her husband – now a 

leading orthopedic surgeon – in a ‘legendary’ restaurant in the city of Turku. The dissertation of 

a Centre MP, also a deputy party chair, had focused, we are told, on an afternoon tabloid’s 

coverage of a former prime minister’s divorce! A former Green minister records how he was a 

truck-driver during his student days and has gone back-packing over the years. Clearly, they are 

saying we have a human side and are not simply hard-nosed political ‘broilers’. For some ‘first 

timers’, too, the bio seems designed as a vehicle for candidate differentiation. This is 

acknowledged in the case of a Green candidate’s bio which, written by his sister, does create a 

sense of ‘knowing’ the candidate. 

 

If the electoral rules dictate the need for candidate differentiation, and the advent of online 

communication channels has facilitated the process of personalizing candidate profiles, the 

intensity of intra-party competition none the less needs emphasis. Put another way, there is an 
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unmistakable dog-eat-dog character to Finnish general election campaigns. Strong challengers, 

for example, target and seek to displace marginal incumbents who respond in kind, even if 

there is rarely recourse to personal mud-slinging. The incidence of intra-party defeats – an 

incumbent displaced by a co-partisan rival – has been relatively high in Finland in comparative 

perspective (Villodres 2002; Arter 2013).  

 

In Sweden, where the voting system permits but does not require a personal vote and party 

lists remain hierarchically structured (the ‘top candidates’ in the electable positions), co-

partisan rivalry does not drive election campaigns in the same way. Intra-party competition is 

largely confined to the selection stage. The ‘party culture’ of the [pre-1998] closed list system 

persists (especially on the political Left) and so, too, the candidates’ ‘party service ethic’. 

National and municipal elections are staged concurrently in Sweden and dual candidacy is both 

permitted and typical. For many candidates in ‘non-electable’ positions, simply having their 

name on the constituency ballot paper may well enhance their prospects of election at the local 

level. Personalised campaigning is largely superfluous.  

 

Data from the Swedish leg of the Comparative Candidate Survey focusing on the 2014 Riksdag 

election revealed that two-thirds of candidates did not run a personalized campaign (albeit this 

was not defined in the survey question), 78 per cent had no candidate website and only 6 per 

cent thought a candidate website was an important vehicle in campaigning.xi  Indeed, in 

Sweden something of a paradoxical situation has developed where media interest in 
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constituency-level candidates – and personal information about them – has grown 

exponentially whilst the candidates themselves have little interest and limited incentive to 

undertake personalized marketing. Ultimately, it seems, the incentive to cultivate a 

personalized website will mirror the incentive to cultivate a personal vote – it is simply much 

greater in Finland. 

 

This paper has offered essentially a supply-side perspective on constituency campaigning but 

from the demand side we noted earlier that twice as many Finns cast a personal ‘candidate 

vote’ as Swedes; the ‘candidate connection’ is clearly more important to Finnish voters; and 

candidates are of course cognizant of this fact. Even so, when one-quarter of Swedes cast a 

personal vote but only a relatively small minority of candidates, both in Jὅnkὅping and in the 

country as a whole, have candidate websites and run personalized campaigns, the ‘candidate 

personalization deficit’ is striking. The veritable chasm in the character of candidate campaigns 

in our two case-study constituencies – Kaakkois-Suomi and Jönköping - also suggests a response 

to the ‘so what’ question and the wider significance of our paper. Sweden appears a case 

where, despite evidence of party organizational decline, a ‘party culture’ persists among 

candidates and voters. Whilst there are signs of change towards a more ‘entrepreneurial style’ 

of electioneering among a younger generation of candidates, especially on the centre-right, the 

fear of a ‘Schwartzeneggerisation’ or celebrification of electoral politics remain deeply rooted. 

In Finland in contrast party organizational decline has been one factor contributing to a more 

personalized culture among both candidates and voters. During the 2015 election campaign a 

celebrity candidate [and top Conservative ‘hope’] confided in a radio interview that his heart 
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attack five years earlier had occurred whilst having sex with his [then] girlfriend (he’d been 

married twice earlier and his son from one of those marriages was also a Conservative 

candidate!). Here was a classic case of candidate intimisation as a calculated media strategy – 

and all part of the personalization of Finnish politics that sells both newspaper and election 

candidates.         
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Table 1 

The Growth of ‘Candidate Voting’ in Finland 

ELECTION YEAR CANDIDATE VOTE % 

1958 20 

1966 33 

1991 43 

2007 52 

2011 48 

Source: Pesonen, Sἃnkiaho and Borg 1993:74; Bengtsson 2012: 143-144 
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Table 2 

The Number of Citizens Casting a Personal Vote in Sweden, 1998-2014 

ELECTION YEAR PERSONAL VOTE (%) 

1998 29.9 

2002 26.0 

2006 21.9 

2010 25.1 

2014 24.6 

Source: Nielsen 2007; Valmyndigheten.val.se 
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Table 3 

Membership of the Historic Swedish and Finnish Parties, 1994-2014 

SWEDEN 1994 2004 2014 +/- 

Social 

Democrats 

259, 191 136, 335 101, 674 -157, 517 

Moderates 93, 748 56, 988 39, 144 -54, 604 

People’s Party –

Liberals 

28, 854 20, 495 15, 283 -13, 571 

Centre 136, 466 72, 528 37, 094 -99, 372 

FINLAND     

Social 

Democrats 

72, 550 56, 150 42, 607 -29, 607 

Conservatives Not available - - - 

Centre 224, 305 180, 024 117, 038 -107, 267 
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Table 4 

Online Personalisation in the Kaakkois-Suomi Constituency (2015) 

PARTY CANDIDATE 

WEBSITE 

FACEBOOK TWITTER INSTAGRAM N 

Conservatives 15 17 12 7 17 

Centre 14 16 11 4 17 

Social 

Democrats 

13 15 12 3 17 

True Finns 15 17 8 3 17 

Left Alliance 3 13 7 0 17 

Greens 10 13 11 8 17 

Christian 

Democrats 

11 14 7 1 16 
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Table 5 

The Extent of Online Personalisation in the Content of the Candidate Biographies on Designated 

Candidate Websites (Kaakkois-Suomi March 2015) 

Party No website 

(0) 

Professional 

biography (1) 

Individualised 

biography (2) 

Intimised 

biography 

(3) 

N 

Conservatives 2 9 3 3 17 

Social 

Democrats 

2 6 3 6 17 

Centre 1 8 6 2 17 

True Finns 3 8 5 1 17 

Greens 7 4 4 2 17 

Left Alliance 16 1 0 0 17 

Christian 

Democrats 

6 6 2 2 16 

Whole 

constituency 

37 42 23 16 118 

% 31.4 51.9* 28.4 19.8  

Varsinais-

Suomi % 

25.6 56.3 33.3 10.4 117 

Oulu 30.3 57.8 33.7 8.4 119 
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*The percentages for the professionalized, individualized and intimised biography were 

calculated as a proportion of all online biographies viz excluding those with no candidate 

website 

 

Table 6 

The Proportion of Intimised Online Biographies by Candidate Type in Kaakkois-Suomi, Varsinais-

Suomi and Oulu constituencies (March 2015) 

Candidate 

Type 

Kaakkois-

Suomi 

Varsinais-

Suomi 

Oulu % N 

Incumbent 

Legislators 

6 3 0 20.9 43 

Previous 

Candidates 

2 2 1 5.8 86 

First-Time 

Candidates 

5 4 6 7.0 224 

The personalization scores are based on 1 = professional bio; 2 = individualized bio; 3 = 

intimised bio. ‘Incumbent Legislators’ are seeking re-election; ‘previous candidates’ ran at the 

2011 general election.  
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Table 7 

The Intimisation of Online Candidate Biographies by Gender in Kaakkois-Suomi, Varsinais-Suomi 

and Oulu constituencies (March 2015) 

FEMALE 

CANDIDATES 

      

Constituency No 

website 

Professional 

website 

Individualised 

website 

Intimised 

website 

% Intimised 

bios 

N 

Kaakkois-

Suomi 

16 19 11 6 16.6 52 

Varsinais-

Suomi 

11 20 18 7 15.6 56 

Oulu 14 23 17 4 9.1 58 

Total 41 62 46 17 13.6 166 

MALE 

CANDIDATES 

      

Kaakkois-

Suomi 

21 23 13 7 16.3 64 

Varsinais-

Suomi 

17 30 11 2 4.7 60 

Oulu 20 27 9 3 7.7 59 

Total 58 80 33 12 9.6 184 
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 Table 8 

The Extent of Online Personalisation in the Content of the Candidate Biographies of Designated 

Candidate Websites in Jὅnkὅping (2014) 

Party No website Professional 

biography 

Individualised 

biography 

Intimised 

biography 

N 

Moderates 13 1* 1 1 17 

Centre 17 0 0 0 17 

People’s 

Party 

16 ** 0 0 17 

Christian 

Democrats 

17 0 0 0 17 

Social 

Democrats 

17 0 0 0 17 

Greens 17 0 0 O 17 

Left Party 17 0 0 0 17 

Sweden 

Democrats 

13 2 1 1 17 

Total 127 3 2 2 136 

*/** In the Moderates one candidate had a personal website but no biography and there was a 

similar case in the [Liberal] People’s Party 
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Table 9 

The Extent of Online Personalisation in the Content of the Candidate Biographies of Designated 

Candidates in Uppsala (2014) 

Party No website Professional 

biography 

Individualised 

biography 

Intimised 

biography 

N 

Moderates 11 6 0 0 17 

Centre 16 1 0 0 17 

People’s 

Party 

15 1 1 0 17 

Christian 

Democrats 

16 0 1 0 17 

Social 

Democrats 

17 0 0 0 17 

Greens 17 0 0 0 17 

Left Party 17 0 0 0 17 

Sweden 

Democrats 

13 2 1 1 17 
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vi In Sweden parties can run up to 73 candidates in a district, as well as several lists. In 2014 the [anti-immigrant] 
Sweden Democrats ran two national lists of 73 candidates. In order to facilitate comparison with Kaakkois-Suomi 
we focused on the ‘top’ 17 candidates in each of the parliamentary parties in both Jönköping and Uppsala. 
vii ‘Perussuomalaisten Kaj Turunen: Kasvanut vaalialue vaikuttaa kampanjakustannuksiin’ Länsi-Savo 9.3.2015 
viii ‘Miten Kaakkois-Suomen eduskuntavaaliehdokkaat aikovat kampanjoida? Katso kysylyn tulokset’ Kymen 
Sanomat 22.2.2015 
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ix The lead author would like to thank Marja Avonius for her contribution to the empirical part of this paper. 
x According to the answers to a ‘campaign budget’ question on the state broadcasting company YLE’s VAA, 
between two-thirds of Christian Democrat, Green and Left Alliance candidates in Kaakkois-Suomi had a budget of 
only 1-5,000 euros and in the Left Alliance 36.4 per cent had budgets of under one-thousand euros. Three non-
socialist candidates spent over 50,000 euros. ‘Kolme ehdokasta vaalitaiston yli 50,000 eurolla Kaakkois-Suomen 
vaalipiirissä’ Yle 13.3.2015  
xi Email communication from Patrik Öhberg 4.3.2015 


