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Abstract 
Research on online political talk has been overwhelmingly influenced by deliberative theory, as a result 
of the big hopes originally placed on the Internet capacity to revolutionize politics. However, two 
decades of empirical research point out that these informal communicative interactions hardly 
resemble deliberative ideals. In this study, we explore if Facebook contributors who share ideological 
stances are more likely to a) justify their points of view and b) interact with each other. We apply 
content analysis to a sample of 2,800 comments published on the Facebook walls of the four mayor 
Spanish political parties during General Election campaign 2015. Findings show that homophily is 
negatively related to both argumentation and interaction. It is the outsiders who are much more likely 
to reason their opinions, while it is those who hold neutral views who are more inclined towards 
interaction [1]. 
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Escrito en inglés directamente por Lidia Valera Ordaz 
 

 
1. Introduction and theoretical framework 
 
The emergence of social media has attracted huge academic interest about their implications for digital 
politics, since the increasing penetration of digital technologies among the population can potentially 
transform the relationship between politicians and the electorate (Lilleker & Jackson, 2010; Fuchs, 
2013). According to Nielsen & Vaccari (2013), researchers have studied the rise and use of the Internet 
in the political communication realm from different approaches. Some researchers have explored the 
engagement of citizens with political actors and their mutual interaction during election campaigns; 
others have discussed whether (ant to what extent) the specific communication platforms designed by 
political elites have facilitated large-scale direct communication with the citizenry. The present work 
falls within a third line of research, which attempts to understand how citizens interact with each other 
in social media, and how these online conversations may be valuable for democracy. 
 
Several authors highlight the significance of Facebook and Twitter as channels of political 
communication practices and electoral campaign tools, given the extensive number of citizens using 
them regularly (Kreiss, 2012; Nielsen & Vaccari, 2013; Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014; Yung et al., 2014). 
In Spain, Facebook is clearly more popular than Twitter, according to different surveys conducted on 
both the general population (Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas, 2015) and Internet users 
(Asociación para la Investigación de Medios de Comunicación, 2016). For instance, according to a 
recent online survey applied to a big sample of Spanish Internet users, Facebook is the second most 
visited website, just behind Google, while Twitter only reaches the eight position in the ranking 
(AIMC, 2016).  
 
Furthermore, the use of social networks was also widespread during the 2015 Spanish election 
campaign. According to a study conducted by the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS), 69% 
of the Spanish general population reported that they had used the Internet during the 2015 electoral 
campaign. Among these, 70% had a Facebook account, while only 25% were on Twitter and 16% on 
Instagram (CIS, 2016). The relevance of Facebook does not only stem from the number of users who 
have an account on it, but also from the frequency of usage. Thus, 91% of social media users visit 
Facebook more frequently than any other social medium, whereas only 4% of them do so with Twitter 
(CIS, 2016). 
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This intense use of Facebook entails new opportunities for political participation (Lilleker & Jackson, 
2010; Kruikemeier et al., 2014; Warren et al., 2014; Boulianne, 2015). Although Facebook basically 
attracts people for entertainment and social purposes, this type of use can easily lead to other activities 
related to public affairs. In other words, users can be incidentally confronted on their Facebook 
accounts with different political activities, such as initiatives undertaken by their representatives, 
activities organized by social movements or public protests emerging from the civil society. Indeed, 
despite most social media users do not pay special attention to political information and the profiles of 
political parties and their leaders are not extensively followed, their Facebook pages can acquire 
significant attention in particular moments of civic excitement, such as general elections (Nielsen & 
Vaccari, 2013; Yung et al., 2014). 
 
It is also during campaign periods when political actors significantly increase their efforts to reach and 
persuade voters, using Facebook as a means for their political aims (Yung et al., 2014). Kreiss (2014) 
suggests that the major challenge that political actors face in electoral campaign periods is not handling 
participation, but promoting real participation. In other words, campaign volunteers spend 
considerable time in very demanding unpaid activities, and they need to feel motivated and inspired in 
order to legitimate their mobilizing and working efforts. From this perspective, the management of 
social media platforms is aimed at coordinating voluntary work and facilitating collective action. 
However, these forms of promoting participation through social media do not necessarily imply 
enhancing deliberation as conceived by deliberative theorists (Kreiss, 2012). 
 
Along with the academic literature on the relationship between social media usage and civic 
engagement, some researches have focused on how specific factors, such as party size or ideology, 
influence the use that political actors make of different digital platforms. Cardenal (2013) argues that 
large parties tend to have more incentives to use a variety of online platforms (including social media) 
for political mobilization because they have reasonable expectations to win elections and they own 
more resources to invest in both online and offline activities, in comparison with smaller parties. For 
their part, Larsson & Kalsnes (2014) focus on the Facebook use by Norwegian and Swedish politicians, 
and they conclude that representatives with less vote percentage are more likely to use social media. 
Through their study on the routine uses of social media by Norwegian and Swedish politicians, they 
observe that it is the individual politicians’ characteristics which most determines social media 
adoption and use, rather than any other contextual variables (such as party size or ideology).Thus, 
although using Facebook for electoral purposes requires both financial and human resources, it is not 
clear that Internet campaigning is dominated by bigger parties (Gibson et al., 2008). 
 
Other researchers have explored the effects of ideology on the Internet use by political actors, but 
evidence is conflictive. For instance, Lilleker & Jackson (2010) consider right-wing parties to be 
apparently more open to interaction, but they warn that these predictions need more statistically 
rigorous tests to be confirmed. For its part, Sudulich argues that left-wing parties are more likely to 
interact with Internet users online (2013). Cardenal (2013) points out that the degree of ideological 
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cohesion of political parties influences the diffusion of their messages through the Internet. More 
specifically, political parties with very low or very high ideological cohesion expect their messages to 
have coherence and they avoid publishing discrepancy, while political organizations with intermediate 
levels of internal cohesion take the risk of publishing internal discrepancy (Cardenal, 2013). 
 
In general terms, the rise of a more professionalized campaign style has normalized and homogenized 
the practices of digital politics, regardless of contextual factors (Gibson et al., 2008). Recent studies 
show that ideology does not influence the use of digital technologies by political parties (Vesnic-
Alujevic, 2016). Some even refer to this phenomenon as an ongoing deideologization of political 
actors’ online activities (Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014). In Spain, the emergence of party primaries or the 
involvement of citizens during election campaigns are a clear evidence of the increasing 
americanization of political campaigns since the nineties (Dader, 1999). However, as Lisi argues in 
analyzing the Portuguese case, despite the increasing professionalization of political campaigns in 
Western Europe, “the features of the electoral and party systems, as well as the ideological and 
organizational characteristics of parties are also important elements that help explain campaign 
professionalization” (2013: 273). 
 
The emergence of digital technologies has also aroused interest in how they could influence citizens’ 
political participation and political knowledge, and how this could influence civic engagement and 
political efficacy (Prior, 2005; Vaccari et al., 2015). There is a great deal of literature which has 
analyzed the characteristics of spontaneous citizen interactions on the Internet (see, for example, 
Wilhelm, 1998; Jensen, 2003; Graham, 2009; Ellison et al., 2010; Warren et al., 2014). This interest 
in the so called digital public sphere is explained through the relevance attributed to informal political 
by political theorists for democracy (Stromer-Galley & Wichowski, 2011; Shah, 2016). Indeed, 
political talk has been often defined as the soul of democracy. 
Thus, researchers have explored online political talk for the last two decades, looking into a number 
of online platforms, such as newspapers’ comments sections (Graham & Wright 2015; Ruiz et al., 
2010), blogs (Kaye et al., 2012; Valera, 2014) or social media, including Twitter (Balcells & Padró 
Solanet, 2015) and Facebook (Camaj et al., 2009; Sørensen, 2016; Valera-Ordaz, 2017). Special 
attention has been paid to the online discussions taking place on explicit political fora, i.e. web 
platforms sponsored by political candidates, political parties and government institutions. Indeed, 
some researchers have claimed that most studies have concentrated on the Internet practices of formal 
politics (Wright, 2011; Graham et al., 2015), while those of ordinary citizens on non-explicitly political 
spaces have rather been overlooked (Coleman & Blumler, 2009). These third spaces, i.e. non-political 
spaces where political talk also emerges, are, in fact, significantly under-explored.  
 
It is worth noting that most approaches analysing online political talk have relied on highly normative 
notions of political discussion, grounded in deliberative theory and the Habermasian conception of the 
public sphere (Friess & Eiders, 2015; Graham, 2015; Valera, 2017), probably as a result of the hopes 
originally placed on digital technologies to revolutionize politics and transform democracy (Wright, 
2011). Thus, researchers have used indicators derived from deliberative democracy theory, and then 
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measured up to what extent spontaneous online citizen conversations resemble the ideal of 
deliberation, i.e. exhibit deliberative quality. The result of this line of research has been the neglect of 
the revolutionary scenario predicted by the cyber-optimist school. That is, findings have clearly 
indicated that online political conversations cannot be conceived as high quality deliberations, which 
is no surprise given that they are not aimed at decision making (Birchall & Coleman, 2015).  
 
Moreover, research on Facebook political discussions has shown that most conversations taking place 
in explicitly partisan online fora are dominated by like-minded people, i.e. they take place among 
contributors who generally share the same ideological stances (Valera, 2012, 2017; Camaj & Santana, 
2015; Sweetser & Lariscy, 2008). This structural lack of ideological diversity clearly hinders any 
possible deliberation conceived as interactive communication which includes the exchange of 
arguments between individuals who hold different views and political values. According to different 
studies, partisan Facebook pages rather serve as spaces for sympathizers and activists to gather around 
their preferred candidates and parties (Robertson et al., 2010), convey support messages to them, and 
express frustration towards the political opponents (Fernandes et al., 2010). In other words, homophily 
is a well-established characteristic of partisan online fora, to such an extent that sometimes the dissent 
found in partisan Facebook pages responds to a radical sector of the political parties who host 
discussions (Valera, 2012). 
 
Studies also show that conversations on the Facebook profiles of political candidates can be shallow 
(Camaj et al., 2009), since most contributors convey support messages to the political actors, but do 
not engage in rational discussion or mutual interaction (Sweetser & Lariscy, 2008). However, the 
candidates of fringe parties seem to host more interactive conversations, and contributors are more 
likely to exchange arguments, probably because they lack other traditional resources (Valera, 2017). 
These discussions are also more homophilic, since participants are hardly exposed to dissent. 
In sum, research has clearly established that discussions on the Facebook profiles of political actors do 
not resemble deliberations as conceived by deliberative theorists (Elster, 2001; Martí, 2006), since 
they lack some essential deliberation features, such as ideological diversity, although others are 
generally met, as it is the case of discursive freedom. Discussions rather resemble the “enclave 
deliberations” described by Sunstein in his work Republic.com, that is, spaces where contributors 
basically listen to the “louder echoes of their own voices” (Sunstein, 2003: 65). 
 
Some studies have recently moved beyond the confines of deliberative theory in analyzing online 
political talk, and have explored online discussions according to different democratic logics, using 
metrics derived from political philosophies such as liberal-individualism, communitarianism and 
deliberation (Freelon, 2010, 2013). They argue that deliberation is not the only valuable model of 
democratic communication, and should not be the sole theoretical framework used to explore online 
political talk (Coleman & Blumler, 2009; Freelon, 2010). 
 
We contend that partisan Facebook pages will probably manifest a communitarian logic, given that 
most of the contributors who publish comments on them share the ideological stances of the parties 
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hosting the conversations (Camaj et al., 2009; Valera, 2012; 2017; Fernandes et al., 2010), and that 
social media are basically used by political actors for advertising purposes (Vesnic-Alujevic, 2016; 
Muñiz et al., 2016). Therefore, we aim to explore if the Facebook pages of political parties are hosting 
intra-ideological discussions. In other words, if communicative interaction and argumentation are more 
likely to happen among contributors who share the ideological stances of the parties hosting 
conversations.  
 
1.1. Research questions 
 
This study explores Facebook political conversations hosted by the four most important Spanish formal 
political organizations during 2015 electoral campaign. Our goal is to observe if the homophilic nature 
of online political conversations translates into more in-group interaction among Facebook party 
followers. Different studies have shown that online deliberation, conceived as rational discussions held 
among citizens who exhibit strong ideological disagreement, is not to be found in explicitly partisan 
online platforms. Nor is it on social media, such as Facebook. However, these online spaces might be 
hosting intra-ideological discussions, that is, conversations between people who share basic political 
values and beliefs, as it is the case with party followers and sympathizers. In other words, we intend 
to analyze if those people who share the ideological stances held by the political parties are more likely 
to justify their points of view, and to interact with each other. We therefore contend that ideological 
agreement with the political actor who hosts Facebook discussions might influence the willingness 
towards argumentation and interaction. More specifically, the study tries to answer the following 
questions: 

 
• RQ1. Are contributors to the Facebook pages of Spanish political parties who share ideological 

stances more likely to justify their opinions? 
• RQ2. Are contributors who share ideological stances more likely to interact with each other? 
•  

 
2. Methodology 
 
In order to analyze discussions on the Facebook pages of political parties, we selected the Facebook 
profiles of the four most important Spanish political parties: the People’s Party (PP), the Socialist Party 
(PSOE), the Citizens Party (C’S) and Podemos. These four political organizations were selected 
because they showed the highest voting intention during the 2015 electoral campaign according to 
different polls, and ended up attracting more of the popular 85% vote on Election Day (20th December 
2015).  
 
Our time frame is limited to the two week campaign period when political parties are officially allowed 
to campaign, because we expect more comments on the Facebook pages of the political parties during 
this time frame. Specifically, our time frame includes 15 days: from December 4th to December 18th, 
both days included. Focusing on the campaign period guaranteed us that we would encounter a good 
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deal of activity on the partisan Facebook pages, both in terms of content published by the political 
organizations and user-generated commentary. 
 
Regarding the data collection process, we first collected all the Facebook posts published by the four 
political parties and all the comments published by the citizens in response to them through a specific 
software called Facepager. After doing so, we randomly selected one post per day per political party 
for practical reasons, since the total volume of posts and comments clearly exceeded our capability of 
manual coding. In this way, we covered the whole campaign period and we guaranteed that our sample 
would not be biased or heavily influenced by special events on specific campaign days, such as 
electoral debates, which generally attract a great deal of attention.  
 
Table 1: Sample composition 
 

 
Source: created by the authors. 

 
For practical reasons, we limited the number of comments per post to the first 50 comments. In this 
way, our final sample consists of 2,800 comments (Table 1). The observed differences in the samples 
of each political party are due to the fact that sometimes their Facebook posts attracted less than 50 
comments, normally because of a very intense publication rate. Still, these differences are not 
particularly relevant.  
 
In order to tackle our research question, i.e. if ideological agreement affects the willingness of 
contributors to justify their points of view and to interact with each other, we need to establish metrics 
accounting for ideological agreement, argumentation and communicative interaction.  
 
First, we use one metric to explore the extent to which online political discussions hosted by political 
parties on Facebook are characterized by ideological diversity. We do this through a variable called 
homophily. Homophily (from Latin: love for the same) is defined as the existence of ideological 
agreement between the content published by the political party hosting the discussion and the 
comments made in response. Thus, all Facebook comments are coded as: a) contrary, b) favourable or 
c) neutral to the opinion expressed by the political actors in their Facebook posts. Through homophily 
we can observe to what extent online political talk on the Facebook pages of Spanish political parties 
is dominated by like-minded people. The more favourable comments, the more homophilic the 
conversation dynamic, and, as a consequence, the more ideological correspondence between Facebook 
followers and political parties hosting discussions. 

http://www.revistalatinacs.org/073paper/1245/04en.html


 

 

 

 

RLCS, Revista Latina de Comunicación Social, 73 – Pages 55 to 73 
[Research] [Funded] | DOI:10.4185/RLCS-2018-1245en| ISSN 1138-5820 | Year 2018 

 

 

http://www.revistalatinacs.org/073paper/1245/04en.html                                 Página 62 

 
Table 2: Variables 
 

 
Source: created by the authors. 

 
We also propose two metrics derived from deliberative democracy theory in order to explore if rational 
argumentation and interaction are more frequent phenomena among those who share the ideological 
stances expressed by political parties in their posts. More specifically, we choose two indicators which 
represent two essential features of deliberations: a) argumentation and b) reciprocal interaction. 
Argument accounts for the presence of reasoned claims. It is operationalised as the use of causal 
conjunctions (because, since, etc.) or the explicit inclusion or evidence (such as links to studies, 
surveys, news stories, etc.) by Facebook users in their comments. 
 
 Reciprocity represents another essential characteristic of deliberation, because participants in 
deliberation (also in those which take place among people sharing the same ideological values) are 
supposed to listen to other people’s views, exchange reasons and be opened to be persuaded by others. 
We have defined reciprocity as the mutual interaction between contributors. We operationalize it 
through two indicators: a) the use of vocatives (which reflects a desire of interaction), and b) the 
inclusion of arguments previously exposed by other contributors. 
 
The three outlined variables were applied to our sample through content analysis. The unit of analysis 
was the individual comment. Still, we need to point out that each comment was analysed in the broader 
context of the Facebook thread where it was originally published, taking into account the content of 
the political post and the rest of the comments included in the same thread. All three variables were 
coded by six coders, who were trained until reliability reached suitable levels. Inter-coder reliability 
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tests were applied to 10% of the sample, i.e. 280 comments. For the three variables inter-coder 
agreement exceeded 85% and Krippendorff’s alpha values ranged between .65 and .70.  
 
3. Results 
 
Results are presented in the following way. First, we discuss the presence of homophily in the 
Facebook conversations hosted by Spanish political parties, and we do so by examining any possible 
differences across political parties (Table 3). After exposing the general significance of ideological 
homogeneity in Facebook conversations, we move to the exploration of our first research question 
(RQ1), i.e. the relationship between homophily and argumentation (Table 4). Finally, we analyze the 
association between homophily and reciprocity, addressing our second research question (Table 5).  
 
All of the results are presented through contingency tables. Besides the descriptive information 
included in the contingency tables, we performed Pearson chi-square tests to explore if homophily was 
associated with each of the two outlined metrics (argument and reciprocity). Both tests were 
significant, indicating that both variables were related with homophily. In order to perform further 
exploration of both associations, we calculated the standardized adjusted residuals and included them 
in the contingency tables. The standardized adjusted residuals show which cells contribute the most to 
the to the Chi-square statistic. That is, which associations are stronger, and which categories of the 
variables are mores strongly associated.  
 
 
3.1. Homophily as a general trend of Facebook conversations 
 
Table 3 shows the general ideological composition of Facebook conversations hosted by Spanish 
political parties, and a detailed description of how homophily varies by political party. In general terms, 
the majority of contributors publish favorable (45.4) or neutral (43.5) comments, and only a minority 
of Facebook users express ideological dissent (11.2). In other words, there is a great deal of ideological 
agreement between the political parties who hold the Facebook profiles and the users who participate 
in them by publishing a comment during the campaign. Thus, we can clearly confirm our assumption 
that partisan Facebook pages basically attract like-minded people to express favorable or neutral 
claims. Indeed, results suggest that comments are probably attributable to party activists and 
sympathizers, as pointed out by previous research in different political contexts (Camaj et al., 2009; 
Camaj & Santana, 2015; Fernandes et al., 2010; Valera-Ordaz, 2017). 
 
If we examine the differences by political party through the standardized adjusted residuals, we see 
that neutral comments are especially more frequent in the case of the Socialist Party, while they are 
significantly more unlikely to be published in discussions hosted by Podemos and the People’s Party. 
The presence of dissent is constant across parties, and no significant differences were found. More 
interestingly, dialogues hosted by political parties which hold more extreme views (PP for the right-
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wing and Podemos for the left-wing) attract significantly more favorable comments, so that homophily 
is more extended in conversations hosted by more extreme political parties.  
 
Table 3: Homophily by political party (in percentages) 
 

 
SR: Standardized residual 
* Values > +1.96 or < -1.96 indicate bivariate association at 95% confidence level. 
** Values > +2.58 or < -2.58 indicate bivariate association at 99% confidence level. 

Source: created by the authors. 
 
 
3.2. Exploring the relationship between homophily and argumentation  
 
Table 4 shows the cross tabulation of argument and homophily, and the univariate distribution of 
argument. In general, only 18% of the Facebook comments published on the walls of political parties 
contain reasoned claims, while the vast majority of them (82%) consist of non-justified political 
preferences. But after cross tabulating both variables, some differences emerge depending on the 
ideological agreement of each comment with the views expressed by the political parties.  
 
Indeed, the chi-square test performed to explore the association between argument and homophily is 
clearly significant, i.e. both variables are associated, as showed by the standardized residuals. More 
specifically, 37% of the comments expressing dissent contain some form of argumentation, a rate 
which more than doubles the general presence of reasoned claims (18%). In the case of comments 
holding neutral or favourable views, however, argumentation is significantly less likely to happen. It 
only appears in 14.5% and 16.7% of the comments.  
 
What do these results mean? They mean that comments expressing dissent on the Facebook pages of 
political parties are much more likely to include reasoned claims, in comparison with those containing 
neutral or favourable views. Interestingly enough, it is not the contributors supporting the political 
parties, i.e. sharing their ideological stances, who more frequently justify their opinions. Even though 
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they enjoy a favourable discursive environment, where the majority of users share their preferred 
values and beliefs, they are significantly less inclined to justify their points of views. It is the outsiders 
who are significantly more willing to engage in rational argumentation. Probably, this happens because 
outsiders face a hostile environment, which is clearly dominated by party activists and sympathizers, 
and using argument to support their opinions helps them to feel more confident to get their voices 
heard.  
 
Table 4: Argument by homophily (in percentages) 
 

 
SR: Standardized residual 
* Values > +1.96 or < -1.96 indicate bivariate association with 95% confidence level. 
** Values > +2.58 or < -2.58 indicate bivariate association with 99% confidence level. 

Source: created by the authors. 
 
 
In sum, our findings point out that argumentation is not more likely to happen among like-minded 
people, but rather among contributors who comment on partisan Facebook posts but do not share 
political parties’ ideological stances. Findings clearly show that expressing ideological disagreement 
is associated with a greater tendency to engage in rational argumentation.  
 
4.3. Exploring the relationship between homophily and reciprocity  
 
Table 5 includes the cross tabulation of reciprocity and homophily, and the univariate distribution of 
reciprocity. It shows that only a 16.4% of the total comments reflect a desire to interact with other 
users, be it through the use of vocatives or through the inclusion of arguments previously used by other 
contributors. The majority of comments, however, do not present any inclination towards 
communicative interaction (83.6%).  

 
Table 5: Reciprocity by homophily (in percentages) 
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SR: Standardized residual 
* Values > +1.96 or < -1.96 indicate bivariate association with 95% confidence level. 
** Values > +2.58 or < -2.58 indicate bivariate association with 99% confidence level. 

Source: created by the authors. 
 

The result of the Pearson chi-square test is also significant regarding the association of homophily and 
reciprocity, as shown by the standardized residuals. In other words, the desire to interact with other 
users is not equally distributed across ideological orientations. Facebook commentators who express 
ideological support to the political parties are significantly less inclined towards communicative 
interaction, while those users who express neutral views are much more likely to exhibit a desire of 
interaction.  
 
More specifically, only 9% of those who share partisan ideological orientations exhibit some form of 
reciprocity, while 23.9% of contributors publishing neutral comments are willing to interact with each 
other. In the case of individuals expressing dissent, there are no significant differences. In simple terms, 
reciprocal interaction is less frequent among those who support political parties ideological 
orientations, and more likely to happen among contributors holding neutral views, who are more 
frequently pulled into interaction with other users.  
4. Discussion and conclusion 
 
This paper has explored Facebook political discussions hosted by the four most important Spanish 
political parties (People’s Party, Socialist Party, Citizens and Podemos) during the 2015 electoral 
campaign. Our goal was to observe if the well-established homophilic nature of Facebook 
conversations hosted by political organizations translated into more inclination towards argumentation 
and communicative interaction. Our intuition was that these online spaces could be hosting intra-
ideological discussions, that is, conversations of political nature between people who share basic 
values and beliefs, as it is the case with party followers and sympathizers.  
 
Given that the presence of ideological agreement makes it easier for individuals to express their 
opinions, elaborate them, and interact with each other, since they face a very low risk of social 
disapproval or isolation (Kuran, 1995; Noelle-Neumann, 1995), we expected those users sharing 
partisan ideas and beliefs to be more inclined toward argumentation and communicative interaction. 
But our findings clearly neglect nearly all of our assumptions.  
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First, our results confirm that homophily is the rule in the online discussions which take place in the 
Facebook pages of political parties (Camaj et al., 2009; Camaj & Santana, 2015; Valera-Ordaz, 2012; 
Valera-Ordaz, 2014). Most commentators actually share the same ideas and values as those expressed 
by political actors in their Facebook posts. Others simply express neutral views, but dissent always 
represents a minority for the four analyzed political parties. Second, our findings also show that 
homophily is associated with both argumentation and reciprocity. But these associations adopt an 
unexpected shape. 
 
Regarding our first research question (RQ1), our findings point out that ideological agreement with 
the political actor hosting Facebook discussions does clearly not increase the willingness towards 
argumentation. Quite the opposite, ideological agreement is associated with a lower likelihood of 
justifying opinions. In other words, argumentation in Facebook conversations is more likely to happen 
among contributors who express dissent towards the political parties which host the discussions.  
 
Those who make the effort to express dissent and expose themselves to a majority of users who will 
probably disagree with them, i.e. who take the risk of facing a hostile discursive environment, do so 
by more frequently reasoning or justifying their opinions. Interestingly enough, ideological 
disagreement seems to trigger more elaboration and justification of political opinion. Still, it should be 
noted that we have only performed a bivariate exploration of this relationship, so that future studies 
will have to apply multivariate analysis (including other possible influencing factors) in order to 
confirm these empirical findings.  
 
Regarding our second research question (RQ2), which asked if ideological agreement is associated 
with more communicative interaction, our results indicate that it is those contributors who hold neutral 
views who more frequently interact with each other, while Facebook users who explicitly share 
partisan ideological views engage far less in reciprocal interaction. This suggest that users who 
intervene in the Facebook walls of political parties pursue different goals: while some basically want 
to express their ideological agreement and convey support messages, others look for communicative 
interaction.  
 
In sum, homophily does not necessarily translate into intra-ideological discussions, where party 
activists and sympathizers interact with each other reasoning their opinions. Indeed, results suggest 
different patterns of behavior by those who comment on partisan Facebook walls. While a first group 
of contributors publish favorable comments to convey support to the parties but tend to avoid both 
communicative interaction and rational argumentation, other group of participants openly expresses 
opposition to the views and ideas held by the parties. These contributors are much more likely to justify 
their opinions with arguments and therefore engage in rational argumentation. For their part, a third 
group of users does not explicitly declare their ideological agreement or disagreement with the views 
and values expressed by the parties (since they publish neutral comments), but they are significantly 
more willing to engage in mutual interaction with other users. 
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In conclusion, the implications of our findings suggest that it is the users who do not explicitly share 
the ideological stances of political parties who introduce the most “deliberative potential” to the 
conversations taking place on Facebook. Indeed, it is them who more intensely justify their opinions 
through evidence, and who more often seek to interact with each other. However, future studies will 
have to confirm if the outlined bivariate associations between homophily and argumentation and 
communicative interaction, respectively, are strong enough controlling for other factors. In other 
words, future research will have to apply multivariate analysis (such as logistic regressions) to 
corroborate our empirical findings.  
 

• This study has been funded by the national research project “Estrategias, agendas y discursos 
en las cibercampañas electorales: medios de comunicación y ciudadanos”, funded by the 
Spanish Ministry of Economy (2017-2020) and directed by Professor Guillermo López 
García (reference CSO2016-77331-C2-1-R). The study has also benefited from postdoctoral 
research grant APOSTD2016 from regional Valencian government. 

 
 
 
5. Note 
 
[1] A previous version of this study was presented at the IPSA conference “Political Communication 
in Uncertain Times: Digital Technologies, Citizen Participation and Open Governance”, in 
September 2017 at the University of Pamplona. 
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