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Abstract

The proposed paper is going to be an analysis of communication management during local elections 
campaigns in Poland in 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014, 2018. The 2002 was chosen as the starting point of 
the analysis because of the following facts: 1) those were the first direct local elections for mayors/
municipality heads; 2) the number of council members was reduced by law all of which heralded an 
interesting competition. The high turnover rate of candidates for councillors across different regions 
of Poland in 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018 local government elections has been attributed in part 
to the volatility caused by greater media and public interest in council issues. The paper is based on: 
the theory analysis, qualitative and quantitative research (questionnaires), statistical analysis (ques-
tionnaires and reports) and content analysis (selected papers; radio/TV stations; web pages). Sur-
veys were carried out in: 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018. The survey was followed at the region of 
Lower Silesia. In this paper there is presented detailed data from the study of Dzierżoniów coun-
ty. There were chosen varied types of communes: periphery and centre of the region. The group of 
around 2500 respondents was analysed.

Keywords: local community, local elections, local media, communication management, political 
marketing

Introduction

The way people connect and communicate in their local communities has trans-
formed in recent years due to increasing use of social media platforms, the Internet 
and digital communication devices. A key feature of the new communication tech-
nologies and platforms is their interactive nature. In other words, they are not only 
a medium of information, but also offer a forum for discussion and debate among 
people and/or organisations. Several studies have shown that the Internet increases  
the number of social contacts and relationships because it generally enhanc-
es the opportunities for interaction. It has also been shown that the use of online 
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platforms can potentially increase and supplement civic involvement. Räsänen and 
Kouvo, for example, found that there is significant relationship between Internet 
use and sociability and that online use is a predictor of civic engagement (Räsänen 
and Kouvo, 2007). The importance of online platforms in public communication 
has also been emphasised in EU policy documents. Enhancing the relationship be-
tween citizens is often cited as a goal for digital government and new tools such as 
social media have the potential to improve interactions through dialogue and great-
er transparency. Hence, the Internet, in its broader sense, has significant implica-
tions for local democracy. It is debated, however, whether online platforms, such as 
social media, improve the democratic processes or not. This aspect is clearly seen 
in all cases of political communication. The most significant period for local public 
sphere elicitation is the local election campaign. As is often the case with the intro-
duction of a new media form, the debate becomes polarized with some emphasis-
ing the opportunities while others the challenges of public dialogue and local com-
munity engagement.

Theoretical Approach 
Communication Management in Political Marketing

Marketing activities are pursued all the time, but they are intensified during the 
elections campaign. Marketing actions taken in this time have even a specific name 
– election marketing. Its aim is to popularize the candidates and the party’s political 
program, gain the highest amount of votes by the candidates and, in consequence 
– win the elections or achieve the best result possible. The concept of political mar-
keting refers to the way in which the techniques of marketing are applied to poli-
tics and thus to the category of political communication. According to Ringold and 
Weitz the basics of these marketing techniques are the same, they may vary some-
what according to the task they are applied to. They confirm that political mar-
keting is a specific process of delivering value to the customer which based on the 
classical market structure as selling and buying goods (Ringold and Weitz, 2007). 
Kotler and Keller (2006) added that, marketing is the art and science of choosing 
target markets, getting, and holding on to customers by delivering superior value. 
Beckman (2018) suggests that election marketing is due to provide important ben-
efits to the target groups or in this case the voters and is based on classical market-
ing tools (e.g.: paid advertising, direct mail, publicity techniques, celebrity endorse-
ments, online campaigning, segmentation, microtargeting).

Therefore, political marketing is not a supplement to politics or an effective and 
expensive setting for political activities, it is the ability to use the natural resourc-
es of the party in an effective and suitable way depending on the situation. Political 
marketing can be defined as the application of marketing principles and procedures 
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in voting campaigns by various individuals and organizations. The procedures in-
volved include the analysis, development, execution, and management of strategic 
campaigns by candidates, parties, governments, lobbyists and interest groups that 
seek to drive public opinion, advance their own ideologies, win elections, and pass 
legislation and referenda in response to the needs and wants of selected people and 
groups in a society (Newman, 1999). Activities in the field of political marketing 
start with the change in the way of thinking about a politician, and then they con-
centrate on gaining support for their actions in particular public space. The politi-
cian and the party are treated, in accordance with the philosophy of political mar-
keting, as products, which have to sell high and there is no better way to promote 
the product as through media so nowadays media seems to be the main actor at the 
“political market arena” which seems positive from the contemporary public opin-
ion perspective. Mass media play a unique role in transmitting information to vot-
ers and in shaping their political attitudes through precisely designed marketing 
strategies.

The main aim of political marketing is to increase the support for a political 
party or a politician. Marketing activities are targeted both, at voters and the media, 
which not only transmit, but also reinforce and process information. Therefore, the 
role of the media in political marketing is slightly different to their role in business 
marketing. A political party is the counterpart of the producer, but does not have 
at its disposal a commercial network, a shop shelf where a product can be put to be 
found by a consumer. The “product” of the political party – a politician or a polit-
ical project – is available for the overwhelming majority of the voters through the 
media. The main data carrier on the way from a politician to a voter – a counterpart 
of the commercial network – are the media.

Researchers used the market analysis standards to classify different activities 
of election communication management. They propose the following distinction: 
1) the product-oriented parties management; 2) sales-oriented parties manage-
ment; 3) market-oriented parties management (Shama, 1976; Newman, 1994; Lees-
Marshment, 2001ab; Henneberg, 2002). Based on a merger of political science and 
marketing, political marketing theory holds that product-oriented parties or cam-
paigns tend to focus on the core of the political product – the ideology and policy 
positions as formed through internal processes and deliberations. A product-ori-
ented party could thus be described as policy-seeking.

Strömbäck admits that the sales-oriented party is similar to a product-orient-
ed party in the sense that the ideology and policy positions are formed in internal 
processes. In contrast to product-oriented parties, however, it makes use of market 
intelligence and marketing techniques for studying and segmenting the electorate, 
for message design, and for the selling of the party. Sales-oriented parties thus focus 
much more on election campaigning and campaign communication than product-
oriented parties. While both product- and sales-oriented parties can be described 
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as policy-seeking, sales-oriented parties are more vote-seeking than product-ori-
ented parties (Strömbäck, 2010).

Lees-Marshment and Strömbäck confirms that neither party would however 
change the policies to appeal to voters. This is in contrast to market-oriented par-
ties that use market intelligence not only to design the message and to develop and 
execute as effective campaigns as possible, but also to design the product and com-
munication policies per se. If sales-oriented parties try to make people want what 
they offers, market-oriented parties try to offer what people want. Market-oriented 
parties should be understood as the least policy-seeking, and the most vote- or of-
fice-seeking, party type (Lees-Marshment, 2001ab; Strömbäck, 2010).

According to mentioned marketing strategy based on running information 
campaign during the voting time it must be highlighted that new standards of dig-
ital era have also changed the way of managing the 21st century political marketing 
as a whole. The Web 2.0 technologies provide web experience from the buzz mar-
keting, that representing their engagement in information sharing. It is not limited 
to only readers of the content prepared by the site owners, but also, active content-
generators to share their personal experiences, provide feedback, and express their 
sentiments in positive, negative or neutral (Luo et al., 2016). Thomas (2004) defines 
“Buzz Marketing as the amplification of initial marketing efforts by third parties 
through their passive or active influence”. According to (Luo et al., 2016), consum-
er buzz is user generated word of mouth message that is review of product or ser-
vices that are voluntarily posted on a website by consumers about their experienc-
es with the product.

Digital media Buzz is a term used in viral marketing and this can be defined 
as the interaction of people on digital networking sites about product or service or 
an idea which amplifies or alters the unique marketing message. This emotion, ex-
citement, energy, or anticipation about a product, service or an idea can be posi-
tive or negative.

The virtual public sphere is very important and useful for all public sector but 
especially for business which shifts most of marketing activities from the real space 
into the digital one (Štefko et al., 2011). According to Eyrich, Padman, and Sweet-
ser (2008), industries are using social media for maintaining a public relationship. 
Even the non-profit organizations are also adopting social media for maintaining 
their public relation (Curtis et al., 2010). Higher education institutions are using so-
cial media for teaching, learning and sharing (Zelick, 2013). Social media is a hy-
brid element of promotion mix (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). Taylor (2010; 2014), 
suggested that social media tactics should consider in public relation strategy. The 
use of digital media is not only limited to corporate houses to maintain their pub-
lic relations, but also the component of social media evolved as an important tool 
for advertisement in the election and has become a potent platform for expressing 
opinion worldwide, for example 2008 Obama’s Presidential elections (Smith, 2009), 
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New Zealand general election (Cameron et al., 2016), Korean elections (Kim, 2015), 
and in Swedish election (Larsson and Moe, 2012).

Research Description 
Methodology and empirical background

The paper is going to be an analysis of communication management standards 
which were designed for local elections campaigns in Poland in 2002, 2006, 2010, 
2014, 2018. The 2002 was chosen as the starting point of the analysis because of the 
following facts: 1) those were the first direct local elections for mayors/municipal-
ity heads; 2) the number of council members was reduced by law all of which her-
alded an interesting competition. The high turnover rate of candidates for coun-
cillors across different regions of Poland in 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018 local 
government elections has been attributed in part to the volatility caused by great-
er media and public interest in council issues. Aims of the research were as follows: 
1) to check which medium is the most popular and effective source of information 
for local public debate; 2) to assess the standard of information management dur-
ing the local elections; 3) to analyse the strategy of political communication man-
agement and public opinion activity. Presented paper examines the impact of lo-
cal media change for voters in Poland before the local elections time. The author 
focuses on: selected aspects of electoral behaviour management; media usage; me-
dia coverage; communication management; electoral management. The paper is 
based on the qualitative and quantitative research (questionnaires), statistical anal-
ysis (questionnaires and reports) and content analysis (selected papers; radio/TV 
stations; web pages). Surveys were carried out in: 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018 
in region of Lower Silesia. There were chosen varied types of communes: periphery 
and centre. The group of around 2.500 respondents was analysed. They were asked 
such questions as for example: interests in political issues of the region; main sourc-
es of political information; the participation in the local elections; the impact of the 
media elections campaign. In this paper there is presented data from the study of 
Dzierżoniów county. The other sources were: 1) interviews with: journalists, edi-
tors, clerks, politicians – number of interviews 335; 2) statistics: GUS – Statistics 
Poland; PKW – Commission of National Elections; 3) secondary studies; 4) local 
media content.

Twenty years after the collapse of the communist system, the local landscape of 
Poland has radically changed. First of all because of the administration reform giv-
ing much more power and strength to the local authorities and changing the lo-
cal elections rules. Secondly, due to free media which appeared just after the col-
lapse of the communist rule. Polish media market has experienced tremendous 
changes since 1989. Privatization has been put Poland away from an ideological 
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to a market-driven media model. This could lead to Polish media being dominat-
ed by corporate interests as media conglomerates gain a larger share of the media. 
But those changes also brought citizens new opportunities of information sources. 
Everybody can now choose from a wide variety of newspapers, glossy magazines, 
specialized journals and regional titles, many owned by foreign publishing hous-
es that rushed into Poland after 1989. Local and superlocal media has also expand-
ed at a rapid rate since 1989. Three periods of their transformation may be noted. 
The first was founded upon widespread support for “Solidarity”. The second phase 
was rooted in the dissolution and disbanding of the anti-communist forces. Final-
ly, local media is now based upon profit rather than political thought (Biernacka-
Ligięza, 2014).

The comprehensive development of the media forces a new approach to gov-
ernment information policy. As pointed out by Piasecki (2003), the turn of the 20th 
and 21st centuries is crucial for local governments in Poland. During this period in 
most offices in cities/towns organizational units for promotion, information and 
spokesperson agencies were created. Their task was not only building up positive 
relationship with journalists but their responsibility was also the formation of me-
dia policy across government. It included the impact of such forms as for exam-
ple: development of information services; preparing a calendar of events (thematic 
and general); co-editing regular columns in local newspapers; insertion of themat-
ic insets in local newspapers; publishing sponsored articles; organizing information 
campaigns; publication of mayor’s statements and appeals; publishing own newslet-
ters, advertising brochures and guides. Moreover, almost every municipality had al-
ready been using developed system of communication with the commune society. 
Local governments have begun to look favourably on the editors who stared to visit 
editorial offices. They even were willing to take part in the initiative in dealing with 
the editorial staff, which resulted in increasing possibilities to influence the media 
created image of self-government. A positive effect of a change in approach to me-
dia representatives was increasing the number of local themes in the independent 
magazines, corresponding to the needs of readers. But we should keep in mind that 
cooperation between local government representatives and local elites did not al-
ways proceed peacefully (Biernacka-Ligięza, 2014).

Analysing both those political and communication changes in Poland at the be-
ginning of the transformation period, Siemiński believes that:

In the face of still insufficient interest in local elections establishing cooperation by local 
authorities with majority of residents, tacit during elections, becomes more and more im-
portant. Since most of the residents do not participate in elections, authority elected by 
minority should meet this indifferent majority in order to reduce this indifference and en-
courage local residence to participate actively in the life of this community and this may 
possible only thanks to the properly managed information policy (Siemiński, 1999, p. 21).

Launched in the 1990s process of democratization of social and political life 
in Poland poses new challenges for local communities and, indirectly, for the local 
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process of political communication, because the more the local community will 
be focused on matters of local policy, the greater its influence will be and ability to 
shape mechanisms of local development. It is also important from the point of pub-
lic participation in exercising of public authority and control. There are presented 
detailed data from the last five elections campaigns for: Dzierżoniów county and 
commune compared with the general country turnout (see: Figures 1–5).

Moreover analysing the turnout in the Dzierżoniów county during the 2002, 
2006, 2010, 2014 and 20181 elections we can see slightly decreasing number of vot-
ers. It must be underlined that smaller towns (Niemcza; Pieszyce) and rural com-
munes (Łagiewniki; Dzierżoniów commune) proved to be more integrated and en-
gaged in the elections. The turnout over 50 per cent is rather impressive result for 
local elections in Poland. There were a few factors which influenced this result. The 
most important one was the growth of trust and improvement of the communica-
tion between the local government and the inhabitants and of course profession-
al based on partnership and positive relations in the commune elections campaign. 
Respondents overwhelmingly indicated willingness to participate in local elections 
in 2006 (53% the actual turnout was lower around 39% in all next elections). Half 
of the respondents who are determined and undecided to participate in the forth-
coming local elections are not sure yet whether they will vote for the same politi-
cal organization as the last time. Stated turnout in local elections held in 2010 was 
around 39%, and the result is like the actual voter turnout. Among the respondents 
from towns, is a large group of people who do not remember which political organ-
ization in past elections they gave vote to. The participation level of the next two 
elections rounds (2014 and 2018) stayed at approx. the same level (around 40–45% 
in towns and 50–58% in smaller communes).

Considering factors which may influence the level of community participation 
in the public debate and elections it is worth looking at the standards and quality of 
communication techniques used by local politicians and establishment. In the sur-
vey residents made assessment of the municipal authorities for the period from the 
beginning of its term (2002–2006, 2006–2010, 2010–2014, 2014–2018). The effec-
tiveness of local authorities’ communication efforts according to the respondents 
was relatively high.

The results of the research “Local authorities communication skills 2002–2018”2 
indicate that the rule of openness and helpfulness towards the inhabitants, adopted 
by council members, proved to be very successful – the assessment of the relation-
ship between the inhabitants and authorities significantly increased (Figures 6–10). 
The problems of the region became most important and private interests ceased to 
play a significant role, this changed the negative image of the local parliament ef-

1   Analysis of the results of previous local elections in Poland indicate show also quite similar 
turnout in the entire county: in 1990 the representatives of the municipalities were chosen only by 
42% of those eligible to vote, in 1994 – 34%; in 1998 – 45%.

2   Author’s own research.
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fectively. The number of expensive and spectacular endeavours was limited and the 
saved resources were spent on road and school repairs, social help, etc. Moreover, 
conclusions drawn from the survey proved that the new council members are aware 
of the important role played by information, effectively used the benefits of access 
to the media and published all information about their activities in local press/the 
Internet, gave interviews to the radio/TV or simply participated in meetings with 
inhabitants. However, it is worth noticing that, they did not promote their own im-
age but the effects of their actions. In the press far more often appeared reports from 
meetings with investors in which the mayor participated, however more important 
than him was the company and its offer. Therefore, one can presume that this kind 
of promotion proved to be efficient because since the 2006 elections mayors voting 
committee has been successful, both in the town and the powiat, without pursuing 
an aggressive and intensive campaign like the previous one.

The analysis shows that the inability to reach out to voters and wrong selection 
of information is, without doubt, one of the most basic causes of lack of interest  
in local elections. The majority of Dzierżoniów powiat inhabitants that did not 
vote in the 2002 elections justified their decision by stating that there was not enough 
information, the content or the form of the communication was wrong – most-
ly too vulgar or too sophisticated. They also drew attention to the fact that this was 
only a struggle for power and nothing would change in the town anyway. In their 
opinion the issues important to the town were disregarded and the campaign was 
just a battle between the “new ones” and the “old ones”. The same people, asked 
about their participation in the following elections said that they would vote be-
cause the council members “turned out to be good” and the mayor did not stop at 
“pre-elections promises and did what he promised”. In the answer to the question: 
What made you take this decision? – the majority (64%) admitted that they did not 
want “things to change for the worse”.

Local political organizations among the key factors that are within the contrac-
tual range of over 50%3 of responses, mentioned as many as 7 of the 12 factors. In 
the first place 100% of the respondents stated to up to two factors, i.e. a well-or-
ganized campaign and active operations in the period between elections. Accord-
ing to respondents, four additional factors have a huge impact on the electoral suc-
cess (68–72%). These are: the image of the political organization, socio-economic 
situation of the country, effective communication with residents, the image of the  
leader of a political organization. The final factor according to respondents is  
the activity of political organization on a national scale (av. 51–55%). Interestingly, 
in this group were not included such factors as: the results of nationwide surveys, 
the realization of program objectives, electoral program, constructive opposition. 
These factors have gained most responses as those that are not so important in de-

3   Data presented in this part of the paper are the result of the survey carried out in Dzierżoniów 
before the local election campaign in 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018.
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termining the success (69%), only the electoral program achieved as much as 80% 
or 73% of responses in this group. It is worth noticing that those factors have not 
changed through years.

Local political actors4 in the group of the most important factors that are with-
in the agreed range of over 50% of responses, named as many as 3 of the 18 forms 
of communication. In the first place 100% of the respondents mentioned two most 
common forms of electoral communication, that is, leaflets, posters and last two 
campaigns (2014; 2018) Social Media. Personal contact with voters was also popu-
lar form of communication (56%) which local political organizations could use to 
provide information about the candidate/organization during the elections. Other 
forms of communication were attached increasingly less attention. Only relative-
ly high percentage of votes (37%) received: advertising in popular newspapers and 
festivities. The responses indicate that many of these forms of communication are 
used to an average extant. In this group, most responses (62%) received a propos-
al for “a meeting with the candidate”. Other suggestions have received only 38%. 
Among them were inter alia: brochures and newsletters, online platforms (mainly 
Facebook and local portals), websites, phone calls to voters.

For younger respondents (aged 18–45) the most effective political communi-
cation platforms are all kinds of media channels mainly digital ones (since 2014  
Facebook and during last 2018 elections the popularity of Instagram increased. 
More than 65% of respondents made such choice. All media outlets were chosen 
by the people who are very interested in politics and regularly try to keep track 
of everything that happens in the political life of the city/town (80%). In second 
place (38% of responses) were conversations with other people, mainly family and 
friends. This was more often choice of men (40%) aged 60 years and over (46%), 
having a basic education (44%) and those who declare different political views, 
though more often the views of the centre-right (4%) and conservative (5%) and 
least by far left (2%). This form of political communication more often was also 
chosen by people who are totally not interested in politics (43%). Middle aged re-
spondents (aged 45–65) indicated that still the first source of information on local 
issues by the respondents was still conversations with other people (47%) and in the 
second place were traditional local media (42%). In terms of total number of indi-
cations in relation to certain sources of information respondents frequently pointed 
contacts with friends, newspapers, local news portal, radio and television.

Analysing the media preferences of voters on the choice of sources of infor-
mation about local politics/politicians, we see that most would like to learn about 

4   In another survey question political actors were asked to indicate such forms of communication, 
which they think is the best way of conveying information about their candidates / political 
organization taking part in local elections. Respondents were also able to evaluate the proposed 
forms in a scale of 1 to 5, where: the worst way of providing information; providing little information; 
providing information fairly well; providing information considerably well; the best way of providing 
information.
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the activities of political parties and groups operating in the region from the local 
media – mainly their digital channels of distribution (34%). It is worth mention-
ing that since 2014 there has been a significant change in terms of using local me-
dia distribution platforms by voters. Respondents pointed digital local news ser-
vice (32%), local TV – mainly distributed through the web (17%), radio – mainly 
distributed through the web (11%) and local newspaper – mainly online content 
(13%). Local press is followed by the regional press (8%), regional radio (6%) and 
television (4%). Less, at about 2–4% of responses, obtained in turn: Polish-Nation-
wide television, national press, other sources. Self-government newspaper received 
least indications (1–2%). It can be assumed that the respondents in their choice 
were guided by a sense of information role of the self-government press in view of 
local population and do not want it to be treated by any political organization as 
a carrier of propaganda.

Among the regular items placed in local newspapers, readers could always find 
those that are concerned with the local process of political communication. The ac-
tivities of local political actors and national political events were presented in the 
vast majority in a neutral manner to the discussed topics. It should be noted that 
until 2014 in almost every issue of the Dzierżoniów Weekly there were such pub-
lications which attitude to the reported cases could be clearly seen as negative or 
positive. It constituted only a small percentage and could not rather be regarded as 
a symptom of bias newspaper. Their intensity could have been observed particular-
ly during the disclosure of irregularities and the incomprehensible actions of mu-
nicipal authorities.

Analysing the frequency of publication and elections posters placed in local 
newspapers since the beginning of the free local elections’ campaigns, it should be 
noted that originally posted elections materials were similar. Their authors were 
more often candidates for parliament and president than to the government. All 
the materials were published in one colour (black) and most contained only the text 
and logos. The publications sized to ¼ of a page.

The changes occurred only during the local elections in 1998, when the possibil-
ity of the local press in the electoral process of communication were noticed. Spon-
sored articles, interviews with candidates, additional images/pictures, colour print-
ing were introduced. Their size run up to ½ page and sometimes even to one or two 
pages. During the following local elections in the years 2002/2006/2010/2014 local 
press was “flooded” with the elections’ posters, taking the place of the previous elec-
tions articles. In terms of elections communication dominate elections informa-
tion similar in a form to leaflets and posters. Using them, committees or individu-
al candidates presented their campaign slogans, colour photos and program theses. 
More information transmitted through the articles were much less. Newspaper ar-
ticles in the form of a conversation, interview or a full presentation of the program 
in the local elections appeared less frequently and often as the work of journalists 
rather than the candidates themselves. The year 2018 brought a change in terms 
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of local public sphere mediatization side especially for Dzierżoniów commune as 
the local newspaper was in a very week position. It was transformed into free bi-
weekly and the quality of journalism decreased a lot. The main arena for public de-
bate before the election became Social Media (both local media and candidates  
profiles) and local information services platforms. The most successful one are: ser-
vice Doba.pl (www.doba.pl) and platform of local TV Sudecka (www.tvsudecka.pl).

In the local radio and television political communication was concentrated on 
regular interviews with politicians, elections spots promotional materials and pre
sentations. Since 2002 (introduction of direct elections of presidents/mayors/gov-
ernors) radio and TV debates were broadcast. However, they did not meet with too 
much interest from the audience. Voters often choose local TV “Sudecka” or local 
radio “Sudety”. The media landscape has changed since 2014 when radio “Sudety” 
was bought by one the leading Polish broadcasting company – Radio Zet. Since that 
time radio Sudety has transformed from local information channel and place for 
a debate into music station format with very limited amount of time for local infor-
mation service. Due to that its role in creating local public sphere was minimised. 
Doba.pl and TV Sudecka became the main agora.

Residents as objective and rather objective, for the agreed 50% level, take in 
their assessments sources of information about the activities of political parties 
and organizations active in Dzierżoniów, such as: regional TV; regional press; lo-
cal press; regional and local radio; city web site (did not exceed 50%, but was rat-
ed as more objective than subjective); family; acquaintances. In contrast, residents 
as subjective and rather subjective for the agreed 50% level indicated the sources 
of information related rather to the author of provided political content or identi-
fied with any political organization, namely: local government newspaper; infor-
mation magazines of political organizations; newsletters of political organizations; 
local web site of political organizations; meetings with representatives of local po-
litical organizations.

The mentioned sources of information have not exceeded the agreed 50% of 
negative assessments of objectivity and developed as far below it. Among the in-
dications was also self-government newspaper, which in its assumptions should 
be the objective carrier of information about the work of government and impor-
tant urban issues. Its low assessment of objectivity can be caused by many factors, 
including such as historical precedent, when the press was attributed the nature of 
state propaganda media. In order to capture the objective regularity of this phe-
nomenon additional in-depth studies and expectations for the collection of local 
newspapers should be carried out.

Analysing low assessment of the content of information provided by the infor-
mation magazines of political organizations, one can assume that there is limited 
access to such information materials. Similarly in the case of meetings with repre-
sentatives of local political organizations. The impression may be that the respond-
ents do not believe in the objectivity of information provided by them, and assume 
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that this is a peculiar kind of propaganda. In both cases there is the most numerous 
percentages, as many as nearly 50%, who have difficulties with assessing the objec-
tivity of these sources. We should consider why this is so, what factors make it diffi-
cult to decide. For this purpose, in-depth interviews could also be done. Perhaps, it 
will turn out that politicians lost voters trust long time ago, since voters in their as-
sessments remain very careful.

The role of local media as one of the channels of political communication is rel-
atively strong. The data presented in the following chart show that 59% of consum-
ers believe that the political messages contained in it are objective and rather ob-
jective. Objective assessment was given by almost 72% of the audience declaring 
secondary education and almost 56% declaring higher education. Only less than 
21% assessed them as rather biased and not objective. Less than 19% of recipients 
had difficulty in making a firm assessment of the objectivity of the political content.

In assessing the political style of the content published in the media respond-
ents define them as rather subdued (37%) and subdued (24%). Style content as 
more aggressive rate 17% of the audience, as aggressive only 8% the highest per-
centage of such indications – 19% was in the group with higher education. Only 
7% of the recipients have indicated “none of the above” while 23% and 25% “do not 
know”. Local media were given positive assessment by the receivers. Most of them 
believe that the political messages contained in them are rather objective and in 
terms of style rather subdued. It has not been changed through years.

One of the important information provided by the surveys, was the level of in-
terest in political, urban and national affairs showed by inhabitants. Respondents 
were asked to indicate only one response. The response rate for the interest in po-
litical affairs of the city are listed further on. Answers show little interest in politi-
cal affairs. Not interested and rather not interested in local politics are about 79% of 
respondents. For matters of national interest the response rate showing lack of in-
terest is about 58%. Interest in only some of important political matters in the ur-
ban scale was expressed by 44% of respondents and in the national scale by 37%. 
Awareness and interest in local politics at the level of general information reported 
by 24% of respondents, and at the national level almost 35%.

Overall assessment of knowledge of political parties and groups acting local-
ly is low (less than 22%). The best known is the activity of local electoral commit-
tees and the least national parties: Platforma Obywatelska (Civic Platform), Prawo 
i Sprawiedliwość (Law and Justice), Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej (Democratic 
Left Alliance). It occurs that the low level of awareness is caused by a lack of lo-
cal actions of individual politicians. This confirms the thesis that the parties and 
groups become more active only in the period preceding local elections.

Research results confirm constantly and systematically growing number of in-
formation related to the local government campaign. This may prove, on the one 
hand, the growing demand of local communities for political information at the 
self-government level, and thus directly related to them, and, on the other hand, 
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the development of digital tools in the local public sphere. The latter conclusion is 
also confirmed by changes in the structure and functionality of analysed local in-
formation portals. In 2014, all of them had separate services dedicated to local gov-
ernment elections, where in one place users could find among others current news 
related to election issues, get acquainted with the profiles of candidates and ask 
a question directly to a specific candidate/group (replies were published on por-
tals). The offer of portals is constantly improved and adjusted to the growing ex-
pectations of recipients.

Development of micro-regional portals is also evidenced by an increase in the 
number of publications aimed to activate recipients or arouse their interest in elec-
toral issues, as well as an increase in activation activities initiated by portals. This 
increase in the number of initiatives activating recipients on portals is probably re-
lated to a few factors. Firstly it must be underlined the development of functionali-
ties available on individual portals (e.g. separate websites devoted to electoral issues 
and the resulting other functionalities, such as on-line election forums with candi-
dates). Secondly we can clearly see growing interest in electoral issues among the 
society (according to CBOS survey in 2006, 53–57% of citizens declared interest in 
these issues while in 2014 it was 62–66% and in 2018 already 64–69%) (CBOS, Re-
port nr 86/2018). Thirdly we can observe an increasing number of Internet users, 
for whom the Internet becomes more often the first source of local information, 
which in consequence leads to an increase in the popularity of local, micro-region-
al and regional portals. Fourthly the last decade shows more frequent use of the In-
ternet in election campaigns at all levels of elections. For example, during the 2010 
elections, it was not until the end of October that the first candidates registered at 
Doba.pl and started answering questions from Internet users; four years later, al-
most immediately after such a possibility was made available, they opened their ac-
counts on services to present themselves to voters-internet users. Nowadays, the 
election campaign, including the local government campaign, takes place much 
more often in the virtual world; candidates participate in social media, create their 
own websites, etc.

It should be emphasized that possibilities of the Internet as a tool for mobiliz-
ing recipients are enormous. A fundamental change can be seen in the scope of por-
tals’ policy regarding information and usage publications. The conducted research 
indicates an increase in the intensity of publishing materials of this type since 2014. 
However, this may be due not so much to a change in the approach of individual 
portals, but rather to the fact that the last local government elections were conduct-
ed in accordance with the amended Electoral Code, which resulted in significant 
changes, e.g. the formula for electing councilors in single-mandate districts was in-
troduced in all communes which are not towns with district rights, about which the 
portals wanted to inform voters-Internet users (Kornacka and Sikora, 2014).

In the analyzed cases, the efforts of journalists who wanted to maintain person-
al neutrality were noticed; they did not assess individual candidates or groups. This 
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may be partly due to the specificity of relatively small communities, where the net-
work of dependencies binding local media (and journalists working in them) exists 
at different levels (from personal, through economic to political). Also, in terms of 
raising controversial issues related to the course of campaign, it can be noted that 
the editors of portals are very reticent. Both during the 2010 campaign and in sub-
sequent years, the discussed materials were a marginal phenomenon with no signif-
icant impact on the conduct of election campaigns.

Image 1. Parties profile in Social Media (statistics for leading parties in local elections 2014)

All 21 parties have their profile on Facebook
15 parties have their profile on Twitter
17 parties have their profile on YouTube

Source: Source: Report – Local Elections in Poland in 2014; Sotrender.

Image 2. Parties activitity on Facebook (number of engaged poiticians duruing the local 
elections 2014, 2018)

Politics – active users  
Facebook trends Poland 2018
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Development of modern technologies significantly contributed to the profes-
sionalization of election campaigns that entered the cyberspace, adapting mar-
keting communication instruments to new communication channels. Recog-
nition of the Internet power in public space and the potential of social media in 
building relations with voters led local politicians to place significant emphasis on 
the campaign in this medium. Among the services most frequently used in election 
campaigns, it is worth mentioning Facebook, where the speed and range of impact 
and the process of users’ identification with politicians has a significant impact on 
the actual election result. Data collected by Sotrender confirmed that Polish polit-
ical parties consider Facebook to be the most important Internet communication 
platform. On Twitter, which generally attracts much more opinion leaders such as 
journalists and politicians, only 15 of the 21 parties surveyed had a profile. In turn,  
17 parties were present on YouTube. However, in general, the use of the Internet 
in local government elections was still low. Judging by what was going on around 
them, the party staffs and candidates reached the voters with leaflets and posters 
in most cases. The Internet did not decide about the results of campaign, nor did 
it change the way Poles were involved in politics. It is surprising that local parties 
made little use of the opportunities offered by the Internet. Interviews with candi-
dates at the local level showed that they often looked in the dark for their chanc-
es to appear on the web, but lacked the knowledge and skills to use digital tools. 
It may also be surprising that the individual committees did not conduct train-
ing or make simple strategies available to candidates for assemblies and councils.  
Besides, even if this happened, the effectiveness of campaigns conducted in the last 
2–3 weeks would not be high. The Internet, and especially social media, very much 
reward long-term, systematic activity, conducted not only immediately before the 
next elections. Local politicians treated social media more often as a tool of elector-
al communication or a place of self-presentation and not as a platform for public 
debate. Even the most active candidates did not make use of all the possibilities of-
fered by the portal, limiting themselves to promoting their own image by publish-
ing photos from events with their participation. Instead, they resigned from inter-
actions with other users, including the possibility of discussion. This peculiar lack 
of dialogue can be explained by both “anxiety and lack of control over social me-
dia in politicians” (Baum, 2012, p. 171), but also fear of insulting others. It can also 
be a sign of lack of ability to choose the right argumentation techniques, which can  
result in disillusionment or even loss of support from the community. Political 
communication on Facebook in the period under review varied in terms of both 
quantity and quality. Moreover it must be underlined that small local committees 
are less visible in Social Media it is usually the privilege of the leading national 
parties. Considering small municipalities (fewer than 50.000) inhabitants where  
local politicians are recruited mainly from local committees we see rather limited 
engagement in SM. On the contrary in centres of the region (cities over 100.000) 
where the power is split between the leading national parties SM are the major tool 
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for running political marketing. It must be also underlined that this is the result 
both of economic and social factors. Small municipalities and local committees 
have rather limited budget for promotion activities while budgets of leading parties 
and centres of the region are relatively high. Moreover in the periphery the relation 
between community members and their politician is rather close and the level of 
anonymity is not as high as in the centres.

The role of social media was therefore limited to juggling the emotions evoked 
by candidates in the platform users and to building a candidate’s reputation based 
on published visual materials. These activities were characterized by information 
manipulation, which was particularly evident in the case of the candidate current-
ly in power. Assuming the principle that “information is a powerful political weap-
on and its selective dissemination, restriction and/or distortion (…) is an impor-
tant element in public opinion management” (McNair, 1999, p. 131), the candidates 
built their image and reputation, gaining the trust of voters. An advantageous repu-
tation, which is an essential element of political capital, gives an increase in favour, 
attracting new followers.

Conclusions

It seems obvious that to more fully verify the hypothesis, further broaden in-depth 
empirical research is needed but due to the analysis which has already been fol-
lowed a few general conclusions were formulated.

Firstly, voters draw information about the activities of political parties and 
groups operating in the city from various sources. According to the voters they are 
characterized by a diverse objectivity. Respondents were not able to identify one or 
a few major sources. Local press and regional television were indicated most fre-
quently at the first three campaigns than it has turned into the digital platforms out-
let. According to the sources of political messages, as objective and rather objective 
sources were chosen: nationwide television, regional television, national press, re-
gional press, local press, nationwide radio, regional and local radio, websites, city, 
family and friends. Voters as a rather biased and not objective pointed to sever-
al sources of information that are related to the author of the content of political 
messages such as: self-government newspapers, political organizations magazines, 
political organizations newsletters, website of local political organizations, meet-
ings with representatives of local political organizations. According to residents, 
the best media source to obtain information about the activities of political parties 
and groups is mainly the local press, local portals (mainly for small communities), 
regional press and regional television, rarely with regional and local radio and na-
tionwide television, nationwide newspapers, and the worst source is the self-gov-
ernment press for which, as it seems, people keep more important function.



512 Ilona Biernacka-Ligięza

ZARZĄDZANIE MEDIAMI
Tom 8(4)2020

Secondly, the interest in local political affairs on the part of respondents is  
rather small. Number of people who regularly try to keep track of political events  
is relatively small. They admit to be “more active public life participants” during the 
elections campaign when decisions about the future local government structure 
are being taken. According to the respondents in the group of the most important 
factors determining the success of the elections in the first place is the realization 
of program objectives, then the active operations in the period between elections, 
well-organized elections campaign, electoral program, effective communication 
with residents, the image of political organization and the image of the leader of 
a political organization. Of all the factors proposed to the respondents’ formation 
of a new political organization just before the elections does not determine success.  
Almost half the population is interested in information about the programs of  
parties and organizations which set of candidates in local elections, and every tenth 
person looks for such information on purpose. Respondents among the forms 
of communication, which they think best communicate information about the  
candidates / political organizations taking part in local elections often pointed to  
the direct contacts by organizing meetings with candidates and personal con-
tact with voters. About 1/3 of analysed population also obtains information from  
advertisements in the media and through leaflets. Other forms of communication, 
were also evaluated relatively high.

Thirdly, when it comes to the assessment of the local government function-
ing in the period between the elections: 2002–2006, 2006–2010, 2010–2014 and 
2014–2018 it seems rather positive for respondents. Evaluation of the “communica-
tion activity” of the local government representatives seems to prove the awareness 
of the communication power with special development of new technologies. ICT 
proved to be for majority of Polish communes mainly a tool for conveying infor-
mation and providing services on the appropriate level, very rarely used as a plat-
form for debate. However, local news sites are very popular – especially in smaller 
communes (often commercial initiative, or additional activity of local publishers/
broadcasters) and usually win with the press. Local politicians were not so often 
“visible” on the Internet, but it was not so easy to find information about local po-
litical parties, which additionally provide up-to-date information to their constitu
ency. Poles are not looking for information about local politicians/politics on the 
Internet. It has changed since 2014.

Fourthly, there is a phenomenon in which organized political communication 
in the period between elections appears in lesser degree and relates mostly to po-
litical organizations acting only in the local area that do not have complex struc-
tures, nor the regional or national headquarters. These organizations are relative-
ly more active during the elections period than other political organizations and 
are also rather independent of factors such as results of public opinion (e.g. SMG 
KRC). Strong elections support is obtained also by political parties which are lo-
cal branches of nationwide party structures, not engaged in an organized way of 
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political communication with voters. In the case of such parties as for example: 
Platforma Obywatelska (Civic Platform), Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (Law and Jus-
tice), Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej (Democratic Left Alliance) the electoral vic-
tory is frequently determined by the situation in the country and surveys results 
concerning electoral support.

Fifthly, the new communication technologies are each year more important 
and useful for the majority of Poles but still rather as the information and service 
not a debate platform. It can be noticed that important role in building local de-
mocracy and local identity is based on professionally run digital local information 
service, where readers can find both information and could participate in the de-
bate. Local news sites are becoming more popular each day (often commercial ini-
tiative, or additional activity of local publishers/ broadcasters) and usually win with 
the press. The strengthen of the two-sided communication for building up the local 
debate seems to be an important issue for Polish politicians especially if the afore-
mentioned “strong dimension of ” democracy is to be further strengthened, con-
sensus and cooperation need to be emphasized. The basis for the legitimacy is pub-
lic debate, and the mandates of elected representatives are interactive or granted in 
consultation with those who are represented. The main role of the population is its 
opinion-forming ability and therefore, except information and services, the most 
important field of contribution in the usage of ICT should be debate. The biggest 
challenge will be to use the Internet to engage citizens in discussion about the fu-
ture of the local government – in short – to strengthen political commitment and 
participation.

Lastly, a precisely planned marketing strategy and communication manage-
ment – based both on the direct model and mass communication model seem to 
be the most influential factors for achieving final election success. The analysis of 
communication tools appointed during last two local elections campaigns (2014; 
2018) proved that buzz marketing strategy which was adjusted to the digital me-
dia requirements – mainly social media platforms was very effective. Activities run 
by local committees in digital space brought expected results especially among the 
young audience. There is no doubts that digital space – especially the social media 
– became not only the most important source of information for local communities 
but also it appeared to be a modern local agora.

To sum up, the differences between digital media and press appear to be ap-
parent. Websites are more cautious in expressing personal/partisan opinions and 
have less controversial content. At the same time, political preferences of Inter-
net journalists are usually hidden, which often cannot be said about the local press, 
where a higher level of creating certain personal sympathies or antipathy was no-
ticeable. Therefore, in case of the press, a high level of personalization of the mes-
sage and a decrease in the importance of information content at the expense of its 
tabloidization can be seen. This indicates, despite some similarities, the existence 
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of significant differences between Internet portals and the local press regarding be-
haviour of the media under discussion in the electoral situation in relation to its 
readers.

Therefore, based on research results, it can be concluded that web-based com-
munication undergoes dynamic transformations in terms of website design and of-
fered functionalities, and are increasingly making full use of the possibilities offered 
by the Internet in terms of mobilizing recipients. On the other hand, they are char-
acterized by constant reticence in reporting controversial issues or unambiguous 
evaluation of events and people. However, the research results show how dynami-
cally the range of functions performed by micro-regional web portals is changing, 
which indicates the existence of different types of media approach to the situation 
of political choices at the local level. Thus, there is no single, dominant type of por-
tals activity in relation to the situation of elections during the next local govern-
ment elections.
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ANNEX

Figure 1. Local elections 2002 – turnout5 (first and second round)

Source: Statistics of the Commission of National Elections, 2002.

Source: Statistics of the Commission of National Elections, 2002.

5   Data presented in the paper show the turnout of the first election round.
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Figure 2. Local elections 2006 – turnout (first and second round)

Source: Statistics of the Commission of National Elections, 2006.
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Figure 3. Local elections 2010 – turnout (first and second round)

Source: Statistics of the Commission of National Elections, 2010.
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Figure 4. Local elections 2014 – turnout

Source: Statistics of the Commission of National Elections, 2014.
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Figure 5. Local elections 2018 – turnout (first and second round)

Source: Statistics of the Commission of National Elections, 2018.
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Figure 6. Local communication assessment (authorities) – Dzierżoniów case study 2002

Source: own survey, 2002.

Figure 7. Local communication assessment (authorities) – Dzierżoniów case study 2006

Source: own survey, 2006.
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Figure 8. Local communication assessment (authorities) – Dzierżoniów case study 2010

Source: own survey, 2010.

Figure 9. Local communication assessment (authorities) – Dzierżoniów case study 2014

Source: own survey, 2014.
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Figure 10. Local communication assessment (authorities) – Dzierżoniów case study 2018

Source: own survey, 2018.
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