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ABSTRACT   
Introduction: This article describes the influence of the context of perception of the electoral 
debates broadcasted on 2015 December 14th and 2016 June 13th, in the credibility attributed to the 
candidates, and the reached degree of understanding. Method: Polls of that time were reviewed; a 
descriptive analysis of the press news was conducted; two focus groups on credibility judgments 
with young actuants were organized; and content analyses of the candidates’ messages on Twitter 
were performed. Results: The press favored a context of negative emotions; the candidates used 
Twitter to show their social efficacy, but failed to convince young people. Discussion: Campaign 
teams should worry for the lack of perception of the credibility subfactor most worked by candidates. 
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Conclusions: The candidates would have looked more credible had they worked on other credibility 
subfactors, instead of focusing only on social efficacy; and by acting more spontaneously (something 
on which Rajoy succeeded).  
 
KEYWORDS: political communication; elections; electoral debates; credibility; social media; press. 
 
RESUMEN   
Introducción: Se describe la influencia del contexto de percepción de los debates electorales del 14 
de diciembre de 2015 y el 13 de junio de 2016, en la credibilidad atribuida a los candidatos, y el 
grado de entendimiento alcanzado. Metodología: Se revisaron encuestas de la época; se practicó un 
análisis descriptivo de noticias en prensa; se celebraron dos grupos de discusión con jóvenes, sobre 
los juicios de credibilidad; y se realizaron análisis de contenido a los mensajes en Twitter de los 
candidatos. Resultados: La prensa propició un contexto de emociones negativas; los candidatos 
destinaron Twitter a demostrar eficacia social, pero fracasaron entre el público joven. Discusión: 
Que no se percibiera el subfactor de credibilidad más trabajado, debería preocupar a los equipos de 
campaña. Conclusiones: Los candidatos habrían ganado credibilidad trabajando otros subfactores, 
en vez de centrarse sólo en la eficacia social; y mostrándose más naturales (algo que logró Rajoy).  
 
PALABRAS CLAVE: comunicación política; elecciones; debates electorales; credibilidad; redes 
sociales; prensa.  
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Translation by Paula González (Universidad Católica Andrés Bello, Venezuela). 
 
1. Introduction  
 
The purpose of this research is to describe the perception contexts of two electoral debates that 
marked a turning point in Spanish political communication. The face to face encounter between 
Mariano Rajoy (acting president at the time and candidate of the Partido Popular for the presidency 
of the Government) and Pedro Sanchez (candidate of the Partido Socialista), issued on December 
14th, 2015; and the four-way debate between Mariano Rajoy, Pedro Sanchez, Pablo Iglesias 
(candidate of Podemos), and Albert Rivera (candidate of Ciudadanos), held on June 13th, 2016.    
 
The socio-political context in which the effects of the media on the audience occur is a factor that 
must be taken into account to assess its consequences because, without going any further, differences 
have been found between the impact of the affective dimension of the news during a campaign 
period and outside of it (Aaldering, Van der Meer, and Van der Brug, 2018, p. 87). In each specific 
context, to achieve electoral success, a candidate needs to convince voters of his capabilities. In 
recent times, this need has given place to a progressive personalization of politics in its leaders, 
either through a greater weight on them compared with the media attention to their parties; or 
through a greater attention to the personal life of politicians, versus their public life (Van Aelst, 
Sheafer, and Stanyer, 2011, p. 214). In turn, personalization impacts on the dynamics of mediated 
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communication in campaigns: only when society is mired in one of these periods, it has been 
confirmed how positive images for the perception of the leadership of candidates have a greater 
effect in the intention of public vote than the negative ones (Aaldering et al., 2018, p. 86).   
 
However, there is a format in which candidates enjoy a lower degree of mediation to present their 
political proposals to voters: the electoral debate (López-García, Llorca-Abad, Valera-Ordaz, and 
Peris-Blanes, 2018, pp. 790-791). For its part, the public, thanks to this particularity, uses televised 
electoral debates to detect inconsistencies between the messages of the candidates in these formats, 
and their statements on other occasions (Coleman and Moss, 2016, p. 13).  
 
The effects of electoral debates as well as those of the different media contents are deployed in an 
environment in which digital communication has an increasingly prominent role. However, the first 
signs point towards an underutilization of its platforms. The study by Chaves-Montero and Gadea 
(2017, p. 13) found that parties and candidates tend to give more relevance to Twitter than to 
Facebook; and that both miss their chances to increase their perceived credibility through interaction. 
In the 2015 campaign, 87.6% of the Facebook posts analyzed by Ballesteros (2017, p. 8) lacked a 
mobilizing desire, with 35.4% dedicated to the narration of experiences; besides, the dynamization of 
debates and responses barely reached 1% of what was published. Only Pablo Iglesias generated 
debates on Facebook beyond self-promotion (Chaves-Montero and Gadea, 2017, p. 17). Albert 
Rivera and Izquierda Unida were also exceptions because of their mobilizing efforts, being the 
account of PP the one that least called to action (Ballesteros, 2017, p. 9).  Even so, almost all the 
calls for mobilization on Facebook were reduced to the attendance to rallies (Ballesteros, 2017, p. 
14). In fact, regarding the use of social networks, both the candidates and the parties use Twitter 
primarily as a tool for content distribution, instead of as a space to manage a debate with the public, 
in parallel with the one being televised (Lozano Aguilar and García Orosa, 2017, pp. 237-238).  
 
In sum, the problem the current research intends to solve refers to the determination of the impact of 
contexts on the perception of the electoral debates by the voters. The debates cannot be studied 
isolating them from the reality described for digital communication, nor from the specificities that 
the candidates and parties themselves generate with their communication during the campaigns. To 
understand the dynamics and the effects of the two selected electoral debates, it is unavoidable to 
outline their perception contexts. By incorporating this dimension, a usual lack in the analysis is put 
to an end. In this sense, the work of Aaldering et al. (2018) provides clues that demonstrate the 
importance of perception contexts, and it has been a fundamental study to gauge that the current 
research must follow the evolution of these contexts throughout each campaign  
 
Analyzing this series of issues (and, in particular, how the communicative efforts of the candidates 
impacted in the perception contexts of the electoral debates of December 2015 and June 2016), is a 
particularly relevant work due to the unprecedented situation in Spanish political history, without 
previous references. Two new parties were emerging that challenged PP and PSOE for the first time 
(Podemos on the left and Ciudadanos as a liberal option), experiencing a political blockade between 
the two elections mentioned, for lack of agreement. Consequently, the careful and specific study of 
the electoral debates of both campaigns and their contexts is pertinent.  
 
1.1. Public relations in political communication  
 
Public relations are present in the political sphere, as they are in the public and private ones. They are 
essential for an electoral candidate to reach an understanding with their audiences, through 
knowledge of the issues that concern them and the expectations they host. The concept of public 
relations in the political scope is defined as:  
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The management process by which an organization or individual, for political purposes and 

through goal-oriented communication and action, seeks to influence, as well as establish, 

build, and maintain beneficial relationships and reputations with its key audiences to help it 

sustain its mission and achieve its goals. (Strömback and Kiousis, 2011, p. 8) 

At the same time, political communication “borders with many territories where politology, 
sociology, anthropology, the sciences of communication and public opinion, psychology, rhetoric, 
and publicity coexist” (Mazzoleni, 2010, p. 17). If both ideas are addressed, the field of political 
communication would encompass any exchange of messages about decisions that collectively affect 
a community; on the contrary, for the public relations in the political sphere, the construction and 
care of the relationship must be given, as well as the mutual benefit between the politician and its 
public. When using dimensions with which to measure the strategies of political public relations that 
are deployed, Seltzer and Zhang (2011, pp. 27-28) extract four variables from the discipline 
literature: Mutual control (that is, the level of agreement about who is entitled to exercise power), 
trust, satisfaction, and dedication or commitment.  
 
Consequently, to analyze whether this bidirectionality occurs in a public relations campaign in any field, 
Broom (1977) took the co-orientation model of McLeod and Chaffe (1973) as the basis for 
conceptualizing a series of double-flow relationship variables (that is, bidirectional): communication 
(dialogue dimension), understanding (shared knowledge), agreement (shared attitudes), and congruence 
(or complementary behavior). Along with these variables, in the co-orientation model, precision refers to 
the coincidence between what a party thinks its interlocutor has in its head, and what the latter actually 
thinks (Walden, Bortree, and Di Stasso, 2015, p. 527). Precision becomes especially important in political 
communication because it implies orientations towards the object (in the case of this research, an 
electoral candidate) of both parts of the relationship (Eveland and Hutchens, 2013, p. 424).  
 
These dimensions imply that the judgments of the public on the person or organization with which 
they are relating are constantly evolving, due to the effects of the possible understanding and 
agreement that is achieved each time. For this reason, the co-orientation model, in the adaptation that 
Broom (1977) carries out for the field of public relations, invites, on the one hand, to establish 
objectives oriented to find the evolution of the contexts and strategies throughout the periods 
analyzed; on the other, to incorporate a goal of description of the publics’ judgments on each 
candidate to verify the results obtained from the possible application of this model. However, its 
follow-up is hypothetical at this stage since, although organizations state that they prefer a two-way 
communication model, in practice there is not always agreement on the quality of the relationship, 
generating uncertainty (Walden et al., 2015, p. 532).  
 
As it could not be any other way, nowadays this dialogue, understanding, and active agreement with 
the public can be encouraged especially trough social media. This public, pioneer in the adoption of 
social networks, develops its political learning in new news sources, such as Facebook, whose 
dynamics of diffusion and impact on the political knowledge of young people are already achieving 
considerable independence from those of traditional media (Edgerly, Thorson, and Wells, 2018, pp. 
1055-1056). At the same time, in the so-called “celebrity politics”, emotions and feelings become a 
source of affinity, identification, and evaluation of politicians (Loaden, Bromen, and Xenos, 2016, p. 
404). This phenomenon interacts with a new reality, in which the young public harbors a new way of 
understanding politics, more focused on concrete problems as they arise, than in their systematization 
and explanation through the sense that ideology traditionally provided (Manning, 2013). Some 
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conclusions invite to formulate an objective expressly oriented to investigate the processes by which 
the young public makes attributions about the electoral candidates:  

It is clear from our findings […] that it is likely that the effectiveness of the use of social 

networks in mobilizing support depends on the receptivity of politicians and political 

celebrities to the expectations and demands of action of young citizens who connect in the 

net. Most of the existing literature focuses on the study of politicians and celebrities when 

they use the media, rather than on young citizens as social agents active in shaping political 

communication and the practices of political representatives. (Loaden et al., 2016, p. 414) 

In the current work, we have tried to analyze how the variables of the co-orientation model interacted 
with the public’s perception frameworks before the general elections held in 2015 and 2016 in Spain; 
how these frameworks contextualized the electoral debates held during those campaigns, impacting 
on the perceived credibility of each candidate; and what dimensions did the latter work to be 
perceived as credible.  
 
1.2. Framing of electoral messages  
 
The basic structures of understanding with which we make sense of events are referred to as frames; 
a structure that also allows us to understand what is relevant in each situation or topic, providing 
them with meaning (Mueller, 2018, p. 25). Thanks to the frames, individuals perceive, identify, and 
label the interaction situations of their day to day. This proposal has great reception in the studies on 
communication because the frames help to understand how the audience accepts those interpretations 
suggested by the media about public events or how they influence.  
 
Along these lines, Robert Entman tried to synthesize the path of the framing theory in 
communication, defining the process of framing as: “selecting some aspects of perceived reality and 
making them more prominent in a communicative text, so that they promote particular definitions of 
the problems, causal interpretations, moral evaluations, and/or recommendations for the treatment of 
the described matter” (Entman, 1993, p. 52). The citizen lives in a communicative environment 
where meanings are elaborated, opinions are constructed, and political choices are expressed, notes 
Mazzoleni (2010, p. 232), who adds that it does so through three sources of communication that are 
at the same time sources of influence: the media, social interaction, and political subjects. 
Concerning the first one, the media carry out a selective framing with which they can turn the news 
with a political charge into positive, negative, critical or supportive (Watanabe, 2017, p. 225).  
 
But not only the media resort to framing. The political candidates themselves can build and refine the 
frames with which they frame their messages, in an effort to ensure that political debates occur in the 
terms proposed by the candidate (Harris, 2010, p. 42). Most importantly, Druckman (2001, p. 1061) 
states that the credibility of the source of a message is decisive when the recipients assume the frame 
it intends to establish.  
 
1.3. The study of perceived credibility  
 
At this point, the credibility of the source comes into play as a determining factor in the image of 
candidates and political parties. From the perspective of Daniel Kahneman (2012, p. 35) there are 
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two ways of thinking that mediate our behavior: System 1, which operates quickly and 
automatically, with little or no effort and no sense of voluntary control; System 2, which focuses 
attention on the endeavored mental activities that demand it, including complex calculations. 
System 2 operations are often associated with the subjective experience of acting, choosing, and 
concentrating. Both systems act as communicating vessels, where System 2 has some capacity to 
change the way System 1 works by programming the normally automatic functions of attention and 
memory (2012, pp. 37-38).  
 
Robert Cialdini refers to a reflection by Daniel Kahneman that “nothing in life is as important as you 
think it is while you are thinking about it” (Cialdini, 2017, p. 33). This specialist continues:  

The implications of Kahneman's assertion apply very well to the practice of pre-suasion 

because a communicator who gets an audience to focus on a key element of a message pre-

loads it with importance. This form of pre-suasion explains what many see as the main role 

(labeled as agenda-setting) that the media use to influence public opinion. The central 

principle of the agenda-setting theory is that the media rarely produce changes directly; it is 

much more likely that it persuades indirectly, by giving selected topics and facts a better 

coverage than other issues and facts. (Cialdini, 2017, pp. 33-34) 

The persuasion processes that influence the two systems of thought are of great value from the point 
of view of effectiveness. According to the Yale School, the recipient makes judgments about the 
credibility of the source based on the expert knowledge it attributes and how reliable it seems 
(Hovland, Janis, and Kelley, 1953). Precisely, credibility has been described as "a crucial asset for 
political leaders and is key to understanding failure and success in the competitive political market" 
(Van Zuydam and Hendriks, 2018, p. 258).  
 
José Luis Arceo (1993) made a review of the aforementioned studies on the image of the source in 
political communication, defining three factors: credibility, attractiveness, and power. Thus, it also 
divides credibility into three subfactors: competence or expert knowledge, ethical reliability, and 
social efficacy (Arceo, 1993, p. 18). Since these secondary dimensions are in line with those 
described in the previous literature about credibility (Hovland and Weiss, 1951; Hovland et al., 
1953), and in light of the comments of Van Zuydam and Hendriks (2018), the objective of 
monitoring the credibility strategies of each candidate in the elections being studied will be 
considered. These strategies are intended to impact the perception context, given that they try to 
achieve some attributions by the audience, before and after the debates. On the other hand, Kim, 
Kiousis, and Molleda (2015) verified how the efforts to provide messages with affective attributes 
impacted on the credibility, trust, and authenticity attributed to the source.  
 
However, this does not mean that the other two factors should be disregarded. The attractiveness of 
the candidate is based on its notoriety and, mainly, on the similarity that a member of the public 
perceives with its own sociodemographic characteristics or lifestyle. Todorov, Mandisodza, Goren, 
and Hall (2005, p. 1623) claim that election results can be predicted based on the inferences that the 
facial aspect of the candidates evokes in the voters. This role of physical appearance becomes more 
important when elections are personalized in candidates, "and when the costs of acquiring 
information about the candidates are high" (Lawson, Lenz, Baker, and Myers, 2010, p. 562).  
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Regarding the power factor (Arceo, 1993, p. 18), it includes the decision-making capacity of the 
candidate, his status, socio-political and economic support, and interest in the public’s opinion.  
 
2. Objectives  
 
The research is based on the general hypothesis that credibility subfactors, as described by José 
Luis Arceo (1993), are the determining variable in the generation of the contexts of perception of 
electoral debates. This hypothesis is also based on the Yale School's assertion that the basic 
component of the credibility of the source is precisely the acceptance of the spokesperson by the 
public (Hovland and Weiss, 1951). To guide towards its validation or refutation, and in line with 
the purpose and problem defined, a series of derived objectives have been established. 
Throughout this introduction, we have presented the key contributions that have led to the 
formulation of the following objectives:  

1. Observe the evolution of the aforementioned contexts: What reading did the media and 
citizens do.  

2. Identify any variation in the strategies of the candidates to gain credibility.  
3. Detect the parameters by which the young public attributes credibility to the candidates.  
4. Synthesize the judgments made by the public on each of the four main candidates for the 

general elections of 2015 and 2016.  
 
3. Methodology  
 
To carry out this research, a mixed methodology has been used, which entails the combination of 
quantitative and qualitative techniques that can be deployed simultaneously, in chronological order, 
or sequential order (Ongwuebuzie and Combs, 2011). In the case of the study at hand, the qualitative 
techniques of discussion groups and a descriptive analysis of texts have been combined with the 
quantitative technique of content analysis. Its application has been carried out following the 
sequential order in which they are presented in the next lines.  
 
Through the discussion group technique, the speeches of its participants are collected through the 
interactions and negotiation processes between them, with the ultimate intention of obtaining a 
general framework of information on representative opinions, attitudes, symbolic systems, etc. 
(Ballestín and Fàbregues, 2018, pp. 155-158). Regarding the content analysis, it is the method aimed 
at “systematic, objective, and quantitative analysis of the characteristics of the message” (Neuendorf, 
2017, p. 1). This systematization that it provides places content analysis as the indicated technique to 
extract objective data on the performance of candidates in social networks.  
 
3.1. Review of electoral and opinion polls  
 
As an initial step, the polls published by the two main demographic institutions in Spain were 
analyzed: The Center for Sociological Research (CIS for its Spanish acronym), as the public body 
dedicated to the study of Spanish society; and the company Metroscopia (entity that, during the 
analyzed period, worked with the newspaper El País).  
 
In both cases, the studies published in the two months before each election date were collected, 
to obtain relevant information on: the intention to vote; the country's main problems for 
respondents, and assessments of the four candidates. The data collected contributes to shedding 
more light to interpret the information obtained from the set of techniques of this mixed 
methodology. 
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3.2. Holding of focus groups 
 
To understand how the credibility factor operates in the perceptions of the Spanish population under 
30 years of age, two discussion groups were organized with participants between 19 and 29 years of 
age. With the choice of this technique, it was not attempted to find out the credibility attributions that 
this population would make in the face of the debates studied, but that, with exploratory intent, the 
results have been used to better understand the process of forming impressions on the credibility. of 
the candidates.  
 
A strategic sampling was carried out to form two focus groups, dividing the participants into a first 
group with the youngest and with participants from different regions; and a second group formed 
exclusively by people from Madrid from 22 to 29 years of age. Through this design, it was possible 
to triangulate which were the states of opinion that were repeated in both sessions and that, therefore, 
young people with well-differentiated characteristics had in common.  
 
Consequently, the first discussion group held was composed of young university students or recent 
graduates, residents of the Community of Madrid at the time of its realization. Four 22-year-old 
women (three of them from Asturias, Cordoba, and Murcia), a 19-year-old woman, and a 22-year-old 
man (from Extremadura) participated in this first dynamic. The strategic sampling for the second 
dynamic was carried out among young graduates residing within the metropolitan area of Madrid. 
Thus, it was attended by four women from 22 to 29 years of age, a 27-year-old man, and another of 
29.  
 
Both groups started with the projection of a fragment of the electoral debate of June 13th, 2016. In the 
sequence, the journalist asked the four candidates what they would do to avoid a second electoral 
repetition. Once the fragment was finished, the person that carried out the dynamic encouraged the 
participants to share their perceptions, applying a script based on the exposed credibility subfactors.  
 
3.3. Descriptive study of the press news 
 
For both elections, the features with which the written press reflected the respective perception 
contexts were analyzed. To this end, we went to the newspaper archive to analyze the cover news 
about each campaign of three Spanish press headers (El País, El Mundo, and ABC) during two 
periods: From December 6th to December 28th, 2015, and from June 13th to July 6th, 2016. The total 
of informative pieces analyzed can be found in table 1.  
 

Table 1. Informative cover pieces: Total number of analysis units.  
 

 El País El Mundo ABC 
The period from 
December 6th to 
December 28th, 2015  

186 207 132 

The period from June 
13th to July 6th, 2016  157 169 76 

 
Source: self-made.  

 
The inclusion in the sample of units dated in days after the elections allows taking into consideration 
the possible persistence of a context of perception of the political situation that transcended the 
respective campaigns.  
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A descriptive analysis of the sample was used (Berrocal, Redondo, Martín, and Campos, 2014), with 
which to collect its main features of interest for the purpose and objectives of the research. During 
this analysis, the possible presence of eight components that would indicate a clear tendency towards 
misinformation was recorded, thus affecting the credibility of the source or the message:  

1. Aggressiveness: when a candidate or party attacked other political actors or defended itself 
from external attacks.  

2. Fear: when the candidate or party speaks about an external threat; or, at least, when talking 
about how to protect people from it.   

3. Joy: the main characters of the news appear smiling, reference is made to the act of smiling, 
or a positive judgment is manifested.  

4. Anger: when the candidate, the party or the media itself makes a protest of any kind in the 
news.  

5. Lies: references of a candidate or party to false claims of rivals; the appearance of false 
statements in the candidate's speech or in the coverage given by the newspaper in the news.  

6. Sadness/ disappointment: references to unwanted events that have already taken place. The 
comments favorable to the idea of change were also codified as disappointment since they 
illustrate the dissatisfaction of the candidate, the party or the media itself with the situation 
being discussed.  

7. Populism: comments from the candidate or the media that reinforce the idea of the audience 
of belonging to a community; examples of specific citizens to whom the candidate resorted.  

 
3.4. Content analysis of Twitter accounts 
 
To gather how the candidates worked credibility attributions through social networks, Twitter has 
been chosen before the reality indicated by Chaves-Montero and Gadea (2017, p. 13), according to 
which the parties and candidates opt for granting greater relevance to this platform compared to other 
alternatives. Tweets and retweets released from the four candidates’ profiles in two periods have 
been analyzed: From December 1st to December 20th, 2015, and from May 30th to June 19th, 2016 
(table 2). These dates include the two weeks prior and the week after each debate, to compare results 
between the periods before and those that follow.  
 

Table 2. Corpus of each candidate’s tweets: Total number of analysis units.  
 

 Mariano Rajoy Pedro Sánchez Pablo Iglesias Albert Rivera 
The period from 
December 1st to 
December 20th, 2015  

880 722 257 528 

The period from May 
30th to June 19th, 2016  774 754 195 774 

 
Source: self-made. 

 
Two platforms were used to retrieve the tweets and dispose of them as analysis units: The Cecubo 
Metrics system and TweetDeck. The first one is capable of providing an overturn of all the messages 
of the profiles that interest the researcher, during the period of time that he indicates. In case it is of 
interest for your purpose, the results of the Cecubo Metrics search not only collect the tweets of the 
account in question but all of those in which it was mentioned. Only in the specific case of Albert 
Rivera's messages between December 6th and December 9th, 2015, was the absence of results in 
Cecubo Metrics covered by the TweetDeck platform, a Twitter management tool compatible with the 
language of queries that operates in this social network.  
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A codebook was developed with the following definitions for image factors:  
1. Expert knowledge: it was codified when the candidate demonstrated mastery over a subject or 

attacked the lack of knowledge of an adversary. Examples: presentation of contrasting data; 
denial of data from a third party; assessments of management capabilities.  

2. Ethical reliability: the candidate’s allusions to its own honesty, or questioning that of its 
rivals. Examples: an allusion to its own commitments or of those of its adversaries; mentions 
of one's own or others' corruption; reports of behaviors or intentions, and to ask for trust.  

3. Social efficacy: development of arguments, proposals formulation, carrying out actions or 
inviting the public to carry them out.  

4. Attractiveness: the presence of the candidate or its companions in a video or photograph; 
samples of its lifestyle or personal life; images of the capacity in public events; thanks, from 
the candidate to third parties, and showing interest in their opinions.  

5. Power: in this case, the presence of a series of terms was enough to codify the category: 
“Government”, use of the verb “can” concerning party or candidate actions, administration of 
awards or punishments, the appearance of international leaders...  
 

Each of the categories was coded in each tweet based on which elements denoted it: if it was 
observed in the image, in the text, in its first sentence, in all of them... With these criteria, the 
following scale from 0 to 4 was made:  

1. Absence of the category in the tweet.  
2. Category present in secondary sentences of the text of the tweet, in the entry of the link to a 

website, or testimonial presence in the image or video that was included.  
3. Presence of the category due to mentions of third-party profiles, as well as in hashtags 

introduced in the middle or at the end of the message. The category may also appear in the 
content to which the link included in the tweet is connected; occupying up to 30% of the 
embedded video; or, finally, without taking up more than one-fifth of the image uploaded by 
the candidate.   

4. The category opens the tweet in its first sentence, but without starring in any possible image, 
video, link or embedded element. The opposite case is also coded with this intensity: That the 
item stars in the image, video, link or embedded element, but does not appear in the initial 
sentence of the message.  

5. The category is registered in all of the tweet’s components. This maximum score is also 
recorded if the category is observed in the opening sentence, without the tweet containing any 
additional multimedia element.  

  
4. Results  
 
Between the end of 2015 and June 2016, the surveys gathered how the perception context worsened 
significantly in three key aspects: the economic situation, the concern about corruption, and the 
assessment of political leaders. Throughout that time, the components of fear and aggressiveness are 
constant in the analyzed newspapers, as well as a series of patterns in the messages that each 
candidate released through Twitter. The comments expressed in the discussion groups by young 
voters add to this scenario very critical positions with political leaders and their parties; and 
especially with traditional formations. However, these latter opinions did not always translate to the 
credibility assessments of each candidate.  
 
4.1. Relevant information of the polls 
 
According to the CIS series, in October 2015 the three main problems for Spaniards were, in this 
order: Unemployment, corruption, and the economic situation. However, corruption was the problem 
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that citizens foresaw as most electorally decisive. In November, this concern reached its highest 
point, with 40.1% of mentions when respondents were asked about their concerns. This evolution 
coincided with an approach of intention to vote of the new parties, Podemos and Ciudadanos (which 
was placed in the second position), to PP and PSOE.  
 
In the December survey, when the concern about corruption fell again slightly (remaining at 38.8%), 
the two traditional parties distanced themselves again. This correspondence is especially given to 
Ciudadanos, since Unidos Podemos saw their intention to vote increase from May to June 2016 
(when the concerns remained the same), although the concern for corruption decreased (from 47.8% 
to 44.9%, but always higher figures than at the end of 2015). Regarding the economic situation, the 
increase in negative perceptions in the pre-election CIS of June 2016 compared to December 2015, 
coincides with that of the preference of those surveyed for Unidos Podemos over Ciudadanos.   
 
Between December 2015 and June 2016, the assessment of the four leaders fell. In both CIS surveys, 
Rivera is the best-rated candidate, with 4.98 and 4.17, respectively. All retained the position with a 
decrease in the average grade. The Metroscopia survey of November 1st, 2015 also pointed to Rivera 
as the favorite by the Spaniards, but Rajoy, Sánchez, and Iglesias followed in this order. For the 
Metroscopia survey of June 7th, 2016, the situation had varied significantly: Sánchez was the 
favorite, followed by Rajoy, Rivera, and Iglesias.  
 
Regarding the forecasts of the respondents for the elections, according to the CIS pre-election study 
of October-November 2015, 52.4% thought that PP would win on December 20th. The victory of the 
popular seemed even clearer for June 26th, according to the pre-election study of May 2016: 67.4% 
of respondents predicted it.  
 
4.2. Treatment of the campaigns in the press  
 
Taking as reference the record of the eight disinformation components described in the methodology, 
it can be affirmed that the three selected newspapers reproduced frames with the potential to 
undermine the credibility of the candidates or their messages. This dynamic was especially 
pronounced in the cases of El País and El Mundo. Together between the two campaigns, the latter 
newspaper is also the leader in the presence of the populist component, while ABC is the newspaper 
that least captures it.  
 
In the case of El País, the anger and fear components were detected with striking frequency during 
the December campaign, with hardly any transmission of the joy component, in the terms in which it 
was defined for the application of this technique (table 3). However, El País is the newspaper in 
which a lower level of aggressiveness has been collected, compared to the other two headers. For the 
June 2016 elections, the components of lies and aggressiveness were the most recorded, leaving 
slightly behind the categories of fear and anger.  
 

Table 3. Number of times that the misinformative categories were recorded in news from the 
newspaper El País. 

 

 
December 2015 

campaign  
June 2016 campaign  Total  

Aggressiveness  (17.74%) 33 (4º) (22.29%) 35 (2º) (19.83%) 68 (3º) 
Fear  (22.58%) 42 (2º) (17.83%) 28 (3º) (20.41%) 70 (2º) 
Joy  (1.61%) 3 (3.82%) 6 (2.62%) 9 
Anger  (23.66%) 44 (1º) (14.01%) 22 (4º) (19.24%) 66 (4º) 
Lies  (20.97%) 39 (3º) (29.94%) 47 (1º) (25.07%) 86 (1º) 
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Sadness / 
disappointment  

(5.38%) 10 (3.82%) 6 (4.67%) 16 

Populism  (8.06%) 15  (8.28%) 13 (8.16%) 28 
Total  186 articles  157 articles  343 articles  

 
Source: self-made. 

 
The results for El Mundo show the predominance of negative emotional components in electoral 
information again. In this case, aggressiveness is the predominant component, although the presence 
of the fear category was attenuated between December 2015 and June 2016 (table 4).  

 
Table 4. Number of times that the misinformative categories were recorded in news from the 

newspaper El Mundo. 
 

 
December 2015 

campaign  
June 2016 campaign  Total  

Aggressiveness  (25.12%) 52 (1º) (23.08%) 39 (1º) (24.20%) 91 (1º) 
Fear  (23.19%) 48 (2º) (15.38%) 26 (4º) (19.68%) 74 (3º) 
Joy  (3.86%) 8 (11.24%) 19 (7.18%) 27 
Anger  (14.98%) 31 (4º) (17.16%) 29 (3º) (15.96%) 60 (4º) 
Lies  (19.32%) 40 (3º) (20.71%) 35 (2º) (19.95%) 75 (2º) 
Sadness / 
disappointment  

(2.42%) 5 (5.33%) 9 (3.72%) 14 

Populism  (11.11) 23 (7.10%) 12 (9.31%) 35 
Total  207 articles  169 articles  376 articles 

 
Source: self-made. 

 
Regarding the ABC newspaper, the sample consisted mainly of news from December 2015. The 
covers of ABC covered both campaigns with a notable predominance of the aggressiveness and fear 
components (table 5).  
 

Table 5. Number of times that the misinformative categories were recorded in news from the 
newspaper ABC. 

 

 
December 2015 

campaign  
June 2016 campaign  Total  

Aggressiveness  (29.54%) 39 (1º) (32.89%) 25 (1º) (30.77%) 64 (1º) 
Fear  (21.21%) 28 (2º) (17.11%) 13 (2º) (19.71%) 41 (2º) 
Joy  (6.82%) 9 (3.95%) 3 (5.77%) 12 
Anger  (13.64%) 18 (4º) (14.47%) 11 (4º) (13.94%) 29 (4º) 
Lies  (14.39%)19 (3º) (15.79%) 12 (3º) (14.90%) 31 (3º) 
Sadness/ 
disappointment  

(6.82%) 9 (2.63%) 2 (5.29%) 11 

Populism  (7.58%) 10 (13.16%) 10 (9.62%) 20 
Total  132 articles  76 articles  208 articles  

 
Source: self-made. 

 
4.3. Summary of the focus groups 
 
In retrospect, the young acting members recalled how the arrival of two new parties significantly 
raised their interest in the debates (especially, on June 14th, 2016, the first with the four presidential 
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candidates). The wear and tear of the credibility of PP and PSOE was widespread in both groups, but 
the lack of perceived social efficacy was common for all candidates: the participants considered that 
political leaders looked first and foremost for their own interests. The reliability of the statements of 
the acting members on these issues, as well as the credibility attributions to the political leaders, is 
reinforced by the fact that they were collected immediately following the projection of the initial 
fragment of the June 2016 debate 
 
As for the findings on how each candidate was perceived, Mariano Rajoy reveals himself as a natural 
and sincere person for the majority; but also, as a politician lacking charisma and leadership. Rajoy 
would lead the recognition of expert knowledge and competence, thanks to the government 
experience already accumulated. When the corruption problems of the PP arose in a group, 
participants who attributed the lack of ethical reliability mainly to the party, and not so much to the 
candidate, intervened.  
 
The cases of Pedro Sánchez and Albert Rivera are similar in that both share an important weak point 
in the eyes of young participants: an excess of artificiality that leads them to lose attractiveness and 
appear haughty or arrogant. Although there was no consensus in recognizing him as a credible 
candidate, Rivera's performance in the projected fragment was the least commented, with low 
remembrance levels. He is perceived as a well-trained leader, but inexperienced in public 
management.  
 
Interestingly, although the participants detected in Pablo Iglesias a clear prior preparation to present 
himself as a credible politician, this fact did not play against credibility perceptions, unlike in the 
cases of Rivera and Sánchez. The participants tended to recognize a great capacity for oral 
expression in him, but little expert knowledge to govern. 
 
Although most of the contributors denied the debate influenced their intention to vote, the 
participants showed great diversity in this regard. In the second dynamic, some recognized what 
utility they observed in this format: discarding candidates instead of deciding on one, by being able 
to observe them in a less controlled environment than other campaign actions. 
 
4.4. Analysis of the profiles of the candidates on Twitter  
 
Thanks to the precise definition of the items and their intensity degrees in the codebook, a series of 
unique findings have been made that we proceed to highlight.  
 
On Twitter, the social efficiency subfactor was the most recurrent for the four candidates, with a 
drastic advantage over the rest of the variables. All of them allocated most of their tweets to spread 
programmatic proposals, or to show dynamism through their own activities (or through attacks on an 
adversary and responses to those of the latter). All of them were actions contemplated in the 
codebook to consign the category “Social Efficacy”.    
 
However, from this common pattern, we must highlight some specificities for each candidate. 
Mariano Rajoy openly employed his Twitter profile to strengthen himself as a leader with expert 
knowledge. Besides, this category of the codebook obtained higher average records in those tweets 
regarding an electoral debate. Note these findings in the results of the period prior to the debate of 
June 4th, 2016 (table 6). 
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Table 6. Classification by the intensity degree (from 0 to 4) of the “Expert Knowledge/ Competence” 
category, in tweets with the presence of the “Debates” category (the period from May 30th to June 

13th, 2016). 
 

 
Expert knowledge/ 

competence  Ethical reliability  Dynamism/ social 
efficacy 

1. Mariano Rajoy 1.68 0.36 3.34 
2. Pedro Sánchez 0.93 0 3.07 
3. Pablo Iglesias 0 0 3.14 
4. Albert Rivera 0.23 1 3.05 

 
Source: self-made. 

 
An equally unique trend is that of the attractiveness factor in Pablo Iglesias' tweets. This is undoubtedly 
the candidate who uses it most in social networks, regardless that social effectiveness remains the 
analysis category with the highest average score. In particular, the “Attractiveness” category records are 
significantly higher than those of any other candidate after the June 14th, 2016 debate (table 7).  

 
Table 7. Classification by the intensity degree (from 0 to 4) of the “Attractiveness” category (the 

period from June 14th to June 20th, 2016).  
 

 
Attractiveness  

Expert 
knowledge/ 
competence  

Ethical 
reliability  

Dynamism/ 
social efficacy 

Number of 
analyzed 
messages  

1. Mariano Rajoy 3.19 0.31 0.25 2.33 50 
2. Pedro Sánchez 2.38 0.12 0.77 2.88 345 
3. Pablo Iglesias 2.28 0.55 0.11 3.06 367 
4. Albert Rivera 2.23 0.34 0.55 3.13 300 

Source: self-made. 
 

Finally, it is worth reviewing each candidate's appeal to the ethical reliability subfactor. Mariano 
Rajoy's records in this category are almost testimonial: between 0.1 and 0.2 points out of 4 for any of 
the analyzed periods. It was Pablo Iglesias and Pedro Sánchez who led their use during the campaign 
for the December 20th, 2015 elections. For his part, Albert Rivera relieved them in the June 2016 
campaign, becoming the candidate that alluded most to his own or others’ honesty and sincerity.  
 
As was the case with Rajoy's expert knowledge, Sánchez refers even more to issues of ethical 
reliability in those tweets related to the debates. Along these lines, the ethical reliability category is 
close to that of social efficacy, in those messages published after the debate with Rajoy (table 8).  

 
Table 8. Classification by the intensity degree (from 0 to 4) of the “Ethical Reliability” category, in 

tweets with the presence of the “Debates” category (the period from December 15th to December 
20th, 2015).  

 

 
Expert knowledge/ 

competence  Ethical reliability  Dynamism/ social 
efficacy 

1. Mariano Rajoy 2.23 0 3 
2. Pedro Sánchez 0 0.6 3.6 
3. Pablo Iglesias 0 1 4 
4. Albert Rivera 0 0.32 3.5 

Source: self-made. 
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5. Discussion  
 
In his analysis of the 2015 campaign, López-García (2016, p. 163) concluded that the candidates 
used the Twitter social network primarily to unite their followers and supporters and to promote the 
candidate's appearances in media and rallies. It is precisely this type of content that triggered the 
registration of the “Social efficacy” category, according to its definition in the codebook. To generate 
the proper perception context, candidates must have correctly worked the perceived credibility, 
before the electoral debates. The decompensation between the social efficacy subfactor and the rest 
of the analyzed variables shows that this was not the case in the 2015 and 2016 campaigns, 
evidencing their generalized failure to provide the necessary credibility factor. Also, for any 
campaign team, the discrepancy between efforts to become socially effective, and their lack of 
recognition for young voters, should be the most worrying phenomenon of those that have been 
found. 
 
The first objective of the research was to describe the evolution of the perception context in which 
the electoral debates of 2015 and 2016 took place. In both cases, the media only contributed with 
negative components that could promote misinformation: The large headers reinforced a series of 
feelings capable of acting as disinformation elements. There was a general aggressiveness in the texts 
published during both campaigns, although it is worth noting the decrease in elements that could 
generate fear in readers in the face of political uncertainty. In general, the role of the press in the 
construction of the perception framework did not help a double-flow relationship model either. The 
press helped create a climate of tension and distrust in both campaigns, undermining the probabilities 
of attributing credibility to candidates.  
 
This review of the front pages of the press is in the same line as the conclusion of García Marín 
(2015, pp. 155-156), according to which the Spanish media did not reliably reflect the electoral 
debates. In the case of television, the networks tended to point out the conflicting moments of the 
debates; the press opted for a language reminiscent of competitiveness instead. This last comment 
puts on the same path as the high records of the aggressiveness component. 
 
Regarding the evolution of the perception context, it is worth noting how, in the focus groups, young 
people tended to express the weariness a second election campaign in just six months caused in them. 
Surveys revealed that unemployment, corruption, and the bad economic situation were the problems 
that most worried the Spaniards during the months prior to both election dates. However, no 
candidate was credible enough to face them, since none approved when respondents were asked to 
grade them.  Although the voters counted on the victory of the Partido Popular, there is a correlation 
between the concern for corruption and the vote for new parties, especially for Ciudadanos. 
Similarly, the perception of the worsening of the economic situation seemed to benefit Podemos.  
 
Regarding the second objective, no candidate substantially modified its credibility strategy given 
what happened in each electoral debate, with the notable exception of Pedro Sánchez in December 
2015: his turn towards the subfactor of ethical reliability (in high correlation with the appearance of 
the PP in his tweets) occurred immediately after his debate with Rajoy. In the future, it will be worth 
investigating the specific weight of ethical reliability in the credibility factor as a whole. For this, the 
most recent electoral campaigns may be taken as a reference.  
 
In general, the young public was interested in the debates taken as a reference in this research. 
However, all influence on their voting decision was reduced by the discarding of candidates who 
were not credible. But the most striking result is the rejection of those candidates who seemed to 
exercise greater control over their verbal or nonverbal communication to make a good impression. 
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On the contrary, young participants tended to value Mariano Rajoy's naturalness positively. A study 
of the 2008 US presidential primary elections already indicated that the perception of manipulation 
or deception by the candidate, correlated negatively with perceptions of competence, goodwill, and 
trust (Teven, 2008, p. 392). That is to say, the communication of positive qualities is what makes the 
difference, and not the candidate's attempts to feign those he does not possess. In future research, it 
will be ascertained whether these patterns are reproduced in audiences of other age segments. 
 
The fourth and final objective of the research was to obtain a summary of the public's judgments 
about each candidate. Mariano Rajoy's naturalness before the camera manages to inspire trust and 
honesty among the young public. Overall, the credibility attributed to Albert Rivera tended to be low, 
although there are mixed opinions found among the public. Both Rivera and Pedro Sánchez suffered 
a lack of credibility because of the artificiality they transmitted. Interestingly, although it is 
recognized that Pablo Iglesias also arrives at the debates with great preparation work, he was credible 
for a good part of the young public in the analyzed period. To a large extent, young people recognize 
sincerity and ethical reliability in him. At present, it would be possible to inquire about the evolution 
of credibility attributed to each of these leaders, from the elections analyzed in this article until 
today. The academy and the profession could learn a lot from their respective successes and failures 
in their political public relations efforts.   
 
6. Conclusions  
 
The current research began to analyze the context of perception of some singular electoral debates to 
be held in a new political board, by incorporating two new parties with the potential to mobilize the 
vote; and, in the case of June 2016, after a blockade situation never before lived in Spain for the 
formation of government. All this in the boom of social networks as a channel for political 
communication. From the exposed results it is concluded that the candidates would have taken more 
advantage of a complete approach to their different subfactors, instead of turning unsuccessfully on 
social efficacy. For the candidates, it was not effective to base all their efforts on social efficacy and 
work it through an excess of artificiality. Consequently, the perception framework of both debates 
was not conducive to ensuring that the public attributed credibility to their performance in them.  
 
Social networks served as a platform to cover candidates' efforts as socially effective. Interestingly, 
young people mainly report how political leaders lacked this subfactor. This would imply very poor 
degrees of mutual understanding and agreement between candidates and voters. Similarly, work the 
misgivings towards those who most controlled their projected credibility. On the other hand, the 
results reflect how Mariano Rajoy successfully generated through Twitter a positive perception 
framework about his expert knowledge. 
 
Finally, if they were closer, the candidates could have softened the climate of negative feelings that 
the main newspapers reflected during the campaigns. Consequently, candidates should avoid 
stiffness to appear more natural before voters.  
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